Cherry Hill school board to discuss aging district's future
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CHERRY HILL

Tonight's school board work session will include a discussion of the next steps in designing a new facilities plan to address the district's aging school buildings.

A steering committee to include public input is likely to be formed before any plan is finalized.

The meeting will be at 7 p.m. at Malberg Administration Building, 45 Ranoldo Terrace.

In June, the administration unveiled three concepts that could define how the school district looks in the future.

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

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

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

Any plan would require redistricting and would be funded through a bond referendum.

But the plans are theoretical and might not mesh with the will of the school board or the desires of the community, district spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel emphasized.

"We're really starting at step one. That (the June report) was very much a preliminary discussion. Before, it was just staff and administrators. This is how we launch the real work," Bastnagel said.

In June, Kline presented a hypothetical map of how a consolidated district would look. 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 open space but might have disadvantages such as large numbers of secondary-grade students and increased traffic in concentrated areas, Kline noted.

It also may not appeal to parents who would like to see schools remain in individual neighborhoods.

Reach Barbara S. Rothschild at (856) 486-2416 or brothschild@courierpostonline.com.
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