MINUTES

NEWMARKET JOINT ADVISORY COMMITEE
November 3, 2014
Town Council Chambers
7:00 PM

Present: Gail Durocher-Wentworth, Lawrence Giddings, Mike Hoffman, Tom Jennings, Darby Johnson, Gary Levy, Nathan Lunney, Dan Wright, Randy Bell, Jane Bergeron, Superintendent Mike Martin

Call To Order: 


Jane Bergeron opened the meeting at 7:00 PM.

Public Comment: None

Approval of Minutes

Larry Giddings made a motion to approve the minutes of the October 14, 2014 meeting. Mike Hoffman seconded. The motion passed unanimously with Nathan Lunney’s abstention.

Progress Report on Tuition

Randy Bell said that he has been in touch with Epping and Exeter regarding possible tuitioning. Epping has enough capacity to accept our grade 9-12 students, but not our grade 6-8 students. The Epping School Board is willing to have a preliminary conversation with the Newmarket School Board. Dover also has enough capacity to accept our grades 9-12, but grades 6-8 would be very problematic. Dover is in the early stages of a major renovation to their high school and tech education center. We had approached Exeter earlier, and they would be able to accept some but not all of our grade 9-12 students. Exeter would not be interested in a long-term arrangement. They have around 1,750 students at their high school now, and they do not want to exceed 2,000. For the next meeting, he will have more information about these school districts: test scores, dropout rates, post–high school experience, courses offered, etc. 

Randy Bell said that Barrington currently pays Oyster River $13k per student, and an additional $7,000 for each student receiving SPED services. Dover charges the per-pupil rate of the previous year plus an 8% administrative fee. The total is about the same ($13k to $14k). The sending district is responsible for paying for any 1:1 aides for their students. Newmarket Jr/ Sr High School’s per-pupil cost last year was about $17,500, including SPED costs. Nathan Lunney pointed out that the $17,500 figure includes operating costs that would not go away if we no longer operated a high school here. The cost to operate the SAU office, for example, would be spread among fewer students, effectively raising the per-pupil rate. Randy Bell said that it will be important to compare the long-term costs of a tuition agreement with the long-term costs of a renovation or new facility. Relatively small fluctuations in student enrollment would also have a much larger budgetary impact in a tuition agreement. We also have to consider bussing costs. Tuitioning to Oyster River would have increased our transportation costs by $160k per year, and sending students to Dover or Epping would cost even more. 

Randy Bell warned against judging school districts on their test scores alone. There are many other ways to judge the quality of education. He added that Newmarket’s test scores are impressive. Had Oyster River accepted Newmarket students, Newmarket’s test scores would have helped Oyster River’s averages rather than the other way around. There was a discussion about the relationship of enrollment to the diversity of course offerings. 

Tom Jennings asked if a tuition contract with Dover would include the costs of renovating their high school. Randy Bell said that the per-pupil cost in a tuition agreement covers operating costs, not capital costs. There may be an additional fee, typically 2%, to cover capital costs, but every contract is different. He added that the state is contributing to the construction costs for the tech center outside the school building aid moratorium. Randy Bell said that it would be virtually impossible to have a tuition agreement ready for a March vote. Such contracts take months to negotiate. 
Introduction to Building Options

Mike Martin said that all four bond votes in Newmarket since 2006 have failed. Newmarket has not approved a bond for school projects since 1987, when the new elementary school was approved. All debt has been retired. He presented a chart showing the different parts of the Jr/ Sr High School in terms of square footage. The 1925 part of the building is only 22% of the total square footage. While most of the classrooms in the 1965 portion of the building are smaller than minimum standards, the NH DOE has indicated that they are close enough. 

He presented some information about other districts’ building projects under the moratorium. Claremont, Salem, and Mascoma have approved bonds without state aid. By law, school districts cannot borrow more than 7% of the community’s assessed value. The communities with approved projects are bonding 28-33% of their limit, while this year’s new school proposal would have involved bonding over 90% of Newmarket’s limit. 

Mike Martin said that using the NH DOE’s figures, Newmarket Jr/ Sr High School would need 104,000 square feet. Since the existing school is 84,270 square feet, we would need an addition of 19,830 square feet. At a conservative $250 per square foot, this addition would cost around $4,957,500. We may be able to get the price down to $195 per square foot, depending on the method of construction. Mike Martin added that this cost does not include any renovations to the existing spaces or mechanical systems. 

Randy Bell said that he would like the School Board to consider a proposal for a structural engineer’s analysis. The report would cost $2k to $7k, depending on the available drawings. Harriman’s executive summary stated that a renovation of the existing building would cost as much as a new building would, so we need to test that assertion. 

The committee is planning to tour both schools. 
Fire and Life Safety Projects

Mike Martin said that we have four fire and life safety projects remaining: adding an elevator, removing the stair lift, enclosing the stairway at the end of the Middle School, and changing the slope of a ramp to meet ADA requirements. He is hoping that we will be able to fund all the projects with the dual-purpose capital reserve fund, without the need for additional funds in a warrant article this March. The ramp is close to compliance, and we plan to apply for a waiver. 

Gail Durocher-Wentworth said that we need to find out from the structural engineer whether the building can be renovated. Otherwise, phase 3 may be putting the cart before the horse. Randy Bell said that the main question is about seismic codes. This review will not interfere with the fire and life safety projects. Mike Hoffman said that the seismic codes apply only to new buildings. In his professional opinion, the school is very safe. The issue is whether it can bear the weight of a large addition. 
Focus Groups

Jane Bergeron said that the focus groups will be scheduled for two days in early December. All stakeholders are encouraged to participate. Tom Jennings said that the new school supporters are well organized. If the No voters do not attend, it may be difficult to get an accurate view of the town’s perspective. Randy Bell said that we will have provided ample opportunities for people to be heard. There will be another forum once the report has been completed. Jane Bergeron said that the committee will discuss the structure of the public forums at the next meeting. She suggested 90-minute sessions with sign-ups in advance, so that each group is a manageable size. 
Next Meeting

At the next Joint Advistory Committee meeting, the agenda will include more information about other school districts’ programs, more information about the building options, the timeline, and focus groups. Gary Levy would also like to revisit the definition of a quality education. The meeting will be held from 6 PM to 9 PM to allow enough time.  
Adjournment

The meeting ended at 8:23 PM.
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