NEWMARKET JOINT ADVISORY COMMITEE
November 18, 2014 Minutes
Town Council Chambers
6:30 PM

Present: 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 6:32 PM.

Public Comment: None

Approval of Minutes

Gary Levy asked if the increased transportation costs to Dover or Epping were confirmed. Randy Bell said transportation would cost more because we would not be able to take advantage of double-tier bussing. Gary Levy suggested that his comment be included in the minutes as follows: “Gary Levy asked if the numbers could be run for renovating either school building for K-8 to DOE standards, in conjunction with adding that number to the tuitioning number so we can evaluate that.” Mike Hoffman made the motion to approve the minutes as amended, and Nathan Lunney seconded. The motion passed unanimously.

Presentation

Randy Bell updated the JAC via PowerPoint presentation. He said he would post an annotated list of the various documents so anyone interested in digging deeper could do so. 

The presentation covered the programs/ inputs, facility needs, and outputs related to a quality education. Programs/ inputs include course offerings, graduation requirements, student/ teacher ratios, faculty salaries, and per pupil costs. The two districts within the desired distance that have capacity to take our high school students, Dover and Epping, have similar course offerings. Of the three, only Newmarket has access to VLACS, because we have a teacher certified to offer it. All three districts exceed the state’s required 20.5 credits for graduation, but Newmarket has the highest credit requirement (28.5). Dover has a significantly higher student/ teacher ratio than Newmarket’s (14.9 to 10.8), which is to be expected due to Dover’s size. Typically, smaller schools have smaller classes in high school, which lowers the ratio. He also provided information from Barrington and Nottingham for comparison, but the ratios are only for elementary school. He added that many districts are much wealthier than Newmarket, which skews the tax impact. Gary Levy said that the enrollment numbers should be provided to give the student/ teacher ratios some context. Newmarket’s average teacher salary is $10k below the state average. Dan Wright suggested that the household income of each district be added for context. Randy Bell said that Newmarket seems to have more teachers and lower salaries than state averages would suggest. He said the point was not that Newmarket has too many teachers or that we could afford to cut 10 teacher positions. Newmarket’s current staff would be able to absorb an increase in student enrollment. 

Statewide 2013/14 costs per pupil are not available yet, so we have to use FY 2012/13 data. We know that Newmarket’s cost per pupil in 2013/14 was around $16k in the high school. Nathan Lunney said that we are seeing an inverse bubble. We are graduating classes under 50 students, but we have had larger senior classes in the past and the classes in the younger grades are larger. He said that if we add 15 or 20 more students per grade and keep the staffing levels the same, the per pupil cost would be dramatically reduced. 
Randy Bell said that the available outputs are relatively limited. They include NECAP assessment results, dropout rates, and SAT scores. We would have to ask the individual districts for their SAT scores, since the scores are not broken down by school in state reports. He said that NECAP scores would be useful as historical data, since this is the last year the test will be taken. Newmarket’s NECAP scores are consistently well above the state average. He said we need to find out if the differences between our average scores and other surrounding districts’ are statistically significant, but the difference between our scores and Dover’s probably is. 

Randy Bell said that the overall message is that if Newmarket decides to pursue a tuition agreement, we do have some reasonable districts to consider. They are not at the bottom of the heap. Dover performs as we would expect of a district of its size and population diversity, and it still has hundreds of students performing very well. People may be surprised to see how well Newmarket and Epping compare. 

Our dropout rates in New Hampshire are among the lowest in the country, and have been relatively stable since the legal age to drop out was raised from 16 to 18. Newmarket has made a substantial effort to keep kids in school, and Exeter and Dover both have dropout rates well below the state average as well. He was unable to find data about college acceptance rates on the state’s website, but that would be interesting information to consider. There was a discussion about using SAT scores. Randy Bell said that the only thing that ever correlated to SAT scores was first semester college grades. Admissions offices often value courses taken, grades, and teacher recommendations more than SAT scores. 

Randy Bell estimated possible future tuition costs by plugging Newmarket enrollment numbers into contracts used in three nearby districts. He stressed that every tuition contract is different, and would include different arrangements for handling SPED costs. He explained that the classic methods for calculating enrollment projections are no longer accurate due to changing demographics in the state. Newmarket’s 2010 enrollment projections turned out to be substantially higher than our actual enrollment. We should have new enrollment projections from NESDEC in the next month or two. We should consider asking Newmarket families whose children left the district whether they are sending their kids elsewhere due to perceived inadequacies of the curriculum, objections to the quality of the facilities, or religious reasons. We need to find out how many are likely to return if our facilities are improved. He said that we have lowered our enrollment estimate for the Jr/SR High School facilities conversation from 650 to 550. 

Using state standards and an estimated enrollment of 550, we would need 103,529 square feet in the Jr/ Sr High School. At $235 per square feet, a new Jr/ Sr High School building would cost $24,329,315. The current building is about 84,000 square feet, so an addition would need to add about 20,000 square feet. The cost for an addition this size would be between $3.9 million and $4.7 million. These costs do not include any renovation of the existing building. He added that the current building is really a combination of four structures build between 1925 and 1987. Newmarket had previously been told that the building would cost more to renovate (due in part to seismic codes) than to replace. We need a second opinion on that issue. He added that if we replace the school with a new building, we would need to determine what to do with the existing 84,000 square feet. 

Dan Wright said that the state is required to post the allowable construction cost every year. Randy Bell agreed, but said the state has not done so since 2010. Tom Jennings said that people would be interested in understanding how the cost per pupil was calculated. Mike Hoffman said that the educators and administrators in Newmarket should be proud of themselves. They do a fantastic job given the facility they have. 
Update on Facility Tours

Many members of the Joint Advisory Committee toured the schools since the last meeting. Randy Bell pointed out some things that struck him at the Jr/Sr High School, including the serious needs in the science labs, the inadequate library, the inadequate number of bathrooms, the lack of privacy in the nurse’s area, the challenges in the cafeteria kitchen, the inadequate weight room, and the shortcomings in the art, tech ed, and family and consumer science areas. He added that while some classrooms are only 50 square feet below DOE standards, they are not large enough for the storage and technology they need. He suggested that an outside expert evaluate the use of space and determine if we could be using the rooms we have more efficiently. Jane Bergeron said that despite the crowding, the culture and climate of the school were very positive and welcoming. She noted some issues with accessibility, including equipment that was stored in the Elementary School hallways. Storage is an even larger challenge at the Elementary School than in the Jr/ Sr High School. Randy Bell said that the Elementary School was in “amazing condition” for being 27 years old. He felt that both buildings had been well maintained.

Gary Levy said that the Elementary School was immaculate, but it was clear that some staff members were using former closets as offices. The teachers and students were very positive and upbeat. Perhaps the structural engineer could review the building along with an architect familiar with school facilities and the people who do the scheduling. He said that larger classrooms could be converted into science labs, but they would need additional plumbing. He wondered about the possibility of taking down structural walls. Dr. Martin said that we can go through the exercise. For example, a smaller classroom (600 square feet) might accommodate an advanced high school class or a SPED class. 

Tom Jennings said that some classrooms looked cluttered and disorganized. It would be useful to know what is taking up the space, and if shelves would help. He felt that the principals were both very accommodating and willing to answer specific questions. 

Darby Johnson said that the nurse’s office at the Elementary School is tiny, and it sees 50-60 kids per day. She felt that Newmarket would be more attractive to families if we had a new or renovated Jr/ Sr High School, but younger families will focus on the Elementary School. 

Gary Levy wondered if we chose modulars rather than an addition at the Elementary School because of underground utilities. Mike Hoffman said that modulars were the cheapest solution at the time, but they are not cost-effective in the long run. We should build 100-year buildings, not structures that will last only 20 years. 

Focus Group Discussions:

Jane Bergeron aid that the focus groups would be led by trained facilitators. They are meant to gain a better understanding of how people feel about a topic and provide an in-depth opportunity to respond to questions. It is important to provide an atmosphere in which people feel safe. She asked for the JAC’s feedback on the following draft questions: “What are your preferences regarding these options? What needs to happen to move the community forward to a decision? What recommendations or suggestions do you have for the JAC?” Nathan Lunney said that he felt the second question is the most important. He would want to know whether the community felt this process has been beneficial. He felt that the third question should not be tied to the committee—we should hear anything that can be done to make people more comfortable making a decision. Randy Bell said that some focus groups would be held outside the schools to reach a wider audience. The JAC suggested the Senior Center, the Rec Center, the library, or the town hall. 

Jane Bergeron said that the focus groups could be held in December, but January may be better. Randy Bell said that we should provide as much information as possible before the focus groups take place. By January we should have a good handle on issues related to enrollment, tuition, and new construction. The main issue will be untying the knot related to renovation. The focus groups will be held on weekdays, during the day and into the evening. 

There was a discussion about how to access JAC information online. Currently it is available through a link on the school district’s website; there is no direct link from the town’s website.

Next Meeting

Jane Bergeron said that the next JAC meeting is on December 2nd from 7 PM to 9 PM. We will discuss options for bonding, follow up on numerous issues from the presentation, and discuss the focus groups further. We will also demonstrate how to access the information on the website.

Randy Bell, Mike Martin, Bernie Davis, and the structural engineer will meet soon. They will make sure they are not plowing the same ground again. Walking through the school with the engineer and the staff who do the scheduling should put certain questions to bed. 

Tom Jennings said that SST has six classrooms that are available for other courses such as English or Biology. He wondered why the school district has never followed up on that opportunity. Dr. Martin said he would look into it, and added that we pay tuition to SST.
Adjournment

Gary Levy made the motion to adjourn, and Mike Hoffman seconded. The meeting ended at 8:55 PM.
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