School district seeks input on buildings
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CHERRY HILL

Parents of public school students can expect an extra letter coming home in September soliciting members for a steering committee to give community input on what direction the district should take to tackle the issue of its aging buildings.

"The beginning of the year is a really good time to get a sampling of parents, not just the usual suspects -- and if we are looking at a bond, this is important," board member Sharon Giaccio, business chairwoman of the Business & Facilities Committee, said at a Tuesday work session.

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, who serves as director of capital outlay for the district.

The second concept would add large additions for physical education and lunches, freeing elementary 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.

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

In the past, community members have voiced concern about losing the neighborhood character of elementary schools if they are consolidated. Having several thousand middle or high school students at the same location is another possible disadvantage, as is traffic congestion.

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

The letter requesting community members to join a committee should be going out to every parent next month, as well as to selected residents from other stakeholder groups such as senior citizens, fire and police departments, civic organizations and business organizations.

"We have a wealth of experience out there," board member Susan Badaracco said.

The committee will be made up of 60 members to give all groups an opportunity to be heard, Giaccio said.

She said the committee could take three months to determine which direction the district should pursue. From there, she added, it could take another seven to eight months before a bond referendum would take place.

District spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel said a timetable would depend on what the committee recommends.

Said board President Anne Einhorn, "Our number one concern is listening to the residents, to have a better line of communication."

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