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School Committee Vice Chairman Kevin O'Neil told selectmen this week his board will seek no action on the special Town Meeting article seeking funding for a Norton High School renovation study.

	


    Article 9 calls for the appropriation of $65,000 to conduct a feasibility study for renovations and/or additions to the high school.

	


    New information released in September by the Massachusetts School Building Authority (SBA) calls for all towns seeking funding for school expansion/renovation to first submit a Statement of Interest to the MSBA. Completing this mandatory first step in the process does not require the expenditure of any town funds or the selection of a school building committee. The Statement of Interest must outline specific needs in the school system, and have the signatures and approval of the Superintendent of Schools, the School Committee and the Board of Selectmen.

	


    Upon submission, the MSBA rates each potential building project in relation to eight need-based criteria (see http://www.massschoolbuildings.org, for more details). Both the School Committee and Superintendent of Schools Patricia Ansay said that while NHS will not be ranked with some of the more critical building projects in the state, the electric heating system, increased enrollments and the findings of the New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC) will help qualify the town to receive funds.

	


    Selectman Steven Gradie questioned O'Neil as to whether the NEASC warning status will help move the project along, O'Neil replied it would.

	


    Ansay said she believes the replacement cost and inefficiency of the electrical heating system at the NHS will help move the project forward with the MSBA. Currently, the replacement of two heating units at the NHS cost taxpayers approximately $13,000 each with installation, said Ansay. Thirty-four units remain.

	


    According to O'Neil, the anticipated enrollment at the NHS is expected to level off at about 900 students. The current capacity of the building is 700. The present 40,000-square-foot building cannot house the anticipated influx.

	


    "We have to begin the project somewhere," said Ansay. "It's too late when you have 300 extra students and nowhere to put them."

	


    The MSBA is accepting letters of intent through July 31, 2007. State funding for school building projects will not become available until after the July deadline. After a review by the MSBA, the School Committee will approach the town for funds to conduct the feasibility study. Upon completion of the study, Norton will enter the state waiting list, subject to yearly reevaluation.

	


    The yearly reevaluation is what has town officials concerned. According to Selectman Tim Giblin, 100 school districts have submitted projects for the new funding. Ansay said that she had hoped the money would be made available, so that once the MSBA gave approval the schools would not have to wait for another town meeting to move forward on the project. School Committee Chairman Donna Gradie expressed dissatisfaction with the Selectmen's decision.

	


    Selectmen Chairman Robert Kimball, assured Gradie "If you need that money, we will go and ask the town for that money in any time frame."
