Cherry Hill draws up new schools concepts
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CHERRY HILL

With a long-awaited bond referendum to build a new Kingston Elementary School in limbo, the school district has gone back to the drawing board with a long-range facilities plan to address the issue of how to replace aging buildings cost-effectively.

The administration has unveiled three concepts that could define how the school district looks in the future.

The first, to renovate and modernize existing structures -- with building replacement where economically feasible -- would require relocation of staff and students during the school year, said Yvette Kline, director of capital outlay for the district.

The second concept involves large additions for physical education and lunches, freeing up elementary school all-purpose rooms to become media centers or for other uses.

The third concept, consolidation, would have at least two elementary schools on one site, with a common lunch and gym area.

Any of the three plans would require redistricting and would be funded through a bond referendum.

At Tuesday's school board meeting, Kline presented a hypothetical map of what a consolidated district would look like. Instead of 19 schools at different sites, the district of nearly 12,000 students would have three elementary school sites at the locations of Johnson, Kilmer and Cooper elementary schools.

The three middle schools would be located at what is now Cherry Hill High School East. The three high schools -- East, Cherry Hill High School West and the alternative school, now housed at Malberg Administration building -- would be on a campus at West. Barclay Early Childhood Center would remain by itself.

Consolidation, with new multistory schools, would free up space but might have disadvantages, Kline noted.

"We don't know if it would be less costly in the long run, or how it would affect traffic congestion patterns," she said.

Having several thousand middle or high school students at the same location also has raised red flags, Kline noted.

Board member Sharon Giaccio, business chairwoman of the board's Business & Facilities Committee, said a steering committee would be formed to examine all three concepts.

"This plans for the future. Before, we were just adding Band-Aids," board President Anne Einhorn said.

But board Vice President Robert Russo, facilities chairman of the Building & Facilities Committee, emphasized that the concepts were just that -- concepts that might never get off the drawing board.

"This is a discussion -- a conversation," he said.

The district's last construction bond referendum, passed in 1999 for $52.6 million, was for renovations and additions throughout the district, including a new auditorium at Cherry Hill High School West. But the district's schools were still deemed too old and inadequate -- the oldest, Kingston Elementary, opened in 1955 and the youngest, Cooper and Stockton elementary schools and Beck Middle School, opened in 1970.

In 2003, the district launched a series of community forums that focused on its aging schools.

A bond referendum to build a new school at the Kingston site at a cost of $9 million -- with $5.6 million to be raised through taxes and the other 40 percent to come from the state's Schools Construction Corporation -- was planned for as early as January 2005.

But the district became mired in other controversies, including the future of the International Baccalaureate Programme, and the SCC ran out of money before a bond referendum could be approved. Then-Superintendent Morton Sherman oversaw a $15 million lease-purchase plan, approved in the 2004-05 budget, for more renovations throughout the district. But he left the district in December 2005.

With the coming of Superintendent David Campbell a year ago, the district is again looking at its facilities, which continue to age even as enrollment inches up.

It's little consolation to parents such as Jim Spencer, a member of the task force that recommended razing the old Kingston Elementary School and building a new one at the same location.

"It's several years later and we're still in a building that's outdated," said Spencer, who favors walker schools such as Kingston.

"If consolidation is a true option, we need to make sure of the true impact on the community. Discussion is a two-way street. You need to keep the public involved," Spencer told the board.
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