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Schools must set building priorities 

By KATHERINE SHEK 

Journal staff writer 

     Fairfax County parents are vying to get their children's aging schools on the upcoming Capital Improvement Plan the School Board will revise later this fall. 

    The CIP is a planning document outlining what schools need renovations and what new facilities should be built in a 5-year period. 

    With limited funds and tremendous facility needs, school officials have to decide what projects priorities when they update the CIP this fall. The fiscal 2002-2006 CIP will determine what projects will be put on the 2001 bond referendum for voter approval. 

    Parents from different schools have been expressing construction and renovation needs to School Board members through letters, telephone calls and e-mails. 

    ``What I am doing now is talking to people, trying to understand their needs," said School Board member Kaye Kory, Mason District, who chairs the board's facility committee. ``I don't know yet what decision we are going to make. Now it's time to listen." 

    School Board members update the CIP every year, prioritizing the projects they want to complete. But the completion of these projects depends on the needs, the amount of the bond and the cash flow, which is controlled by the Board of Supervisors. 

    One of the more vocal groups is the Woodson High School community. Parents from Woodson and its feeder elementary and middle schools have formed a coalition called Renovate to Educate the Next Era at Woodson to rally support from school officials. 

    Bob Griendling, a member of RENEW, said Woodson was built in 1961 and its infrastructure is deteriorating and in need of a major renovation. 

    ``There have been concerns about the infrastructure of Woodson," Griendling said, adding that a water pipe burst last week, damaging some of the computers in a lab. ``Woodson has never been renovated. It's an excellent school, but the facility is failing and that's going to hurt the kids." 

    Woodson is one of four high schools along with seven middle and 38 elementary schools being evaluated on their structural needs by a consultant. The report will be released in November. School Board members will develop the next CIP based on the results. 

    School officials said they understand many schools are in great need of extensive renovation. More than 70 percent of schools are over 25 years old. Ideally, the school system would like to renovate a school on a 20 to 25-year cycle. 

    ``There are so many schools that need renovation and so many schools that need to add classrooms," School Board member Tessie Wilson, Braddock District, said. ``The need is just so great. The funding is just not there." 

    Last year voters approved the largest school-bond referendum which funds the renovation of five of the oldest high schools and provides planning funds for other renewals. But the county limits the amount of cash the School Board can spend on capital projects at $130 million a year, and the amount is expected to drop to $100 million in 2002. 

    The amount of cash flow determines when projects will be complete and whether some will have to wait. 

    Mary Tycz, PTA president at Glasgow Middle School, said the 40-year-old building is overdue for expansion, particularly in common areas such as the cafeteria and locker rooms. 

    An additional wing was added at Glasgow about 10 years ago to accommodate the sixth-graders, but nothing has been done to the common area. The school, built for 750 students, now has 1,200, Tycz said. Parents there would like school officials to direct funds for the expansion of common areas on the next bond. 

    ``We keep on adding the classrooms," Tycz said. ``There might have to be a temporary boundary change." 

    In the southern part of the county, the Hayfield Solutions group has been pushing the school system to build a new high school in its neighborhood in 2005. Parents said the population there is growing with new houses coming on line, and the amount of time their children spend commuting to Hayfield Secondary School is too long. 

    Elizabeth Bradsher, a member of the Hayfield group, said parents want school officials to put funds for a new south-county high school on the next bond issue. There was a $1 million item for planning funds approved in the 1999 bond referendum. 

    ``It got us on the CIP but it didn't do anything in terms of funding for the schools and the timing," Bradsher said. ``Our elementary schools are at capacity or at over-capacity level." 

    The fact is, even with all the concerns expressed, school officials are still facing $660 million unfunded-project costs based on projected needs in the next eight years. 

    The School Board will review the CIP priority list Nov. 27, and will hold a public hearing Jan. 8. It will vote on the 2002-2006 CIP Jan. 25. 

