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WHEN EVEN THE Fairfax County Chamber of Commerce says the county is too far behind on school construction, it's time to take notice. 
    Of course, parents have been complaining about the trailers for years. But there was always an excuse why nothing could be done. 
    Now, ``with more than 18,000 students attending class in 784 temporary trailers every day, it is clear that Fairfax County is experiencing a major school construction challenge," chamber President Michael Carlin said. 
    ``While we greatly appreciate the Board of Supervisors' historically strong financial commitment to our schools, additional bonding authority will help protect the quality of our children's education," Carlin noted. 
    Carlin told The Journal that ``we've been talking with members of the Board of Supervisors about increasing the debt service," urging them to spend more money on schools. 
    The chamber has endorsed a transportation-only sales tax referendum, believing it has a better chance of passing the General Assembly. A House Appropriations subcommittee is now considering several proposals to raise the sales tax for education and transportation. 
    But the Fairfax County Public Schools system has an even worse problem than trailers: the sorry condition of many of its older schools. 
    This is a problem that raising the sales tax or selling more bonds will not automatically correct. The county claims it has no money to renovate worn-out schools, but still hasn't sold all the bonds voters approved in 1997. 
    Woodson High School is still waiting for its promised $70 million renovation. But Woodson parents are not holding their breath. 
    ``We're learning there's no guarantee that any extra money will help Woodson," Fairfax resident and Renovate to Educate the Next Era at Woodson founder Robert Griendling told The Journal. ``When the Fairfax County public schools get new money, they use it for new construction." 
    RENEW members say that for the past five years, new construction funds have dramatically increased but money earmarked for renovation has declined. 
    Last year's Capital Improvement Plan called for spending $1 million each to plan three new schools: Andrew Chapel, Island Creek and Lorton Station. But without so much as School Board approval, Griendling says, the draft CIP for 2003 shows the school system decided to spend $7.8 million on each new school instead. 
    In the meantime, a School Board-passed amendment to move Woodson planning ahead a year (from 2005 to 2004) was totally ignored. The current CIP puts Woodson renovation back at 2005 again. 
    ``We have no confidence [renovation] will happen. The school system does what it pleases," Griendling says. ``They say they budget two-thirds of the money they have for renovations, but what they actually spend is altogether different. It's a shell game they're playing." 
    A game in which kids are the real losers.

