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BACKGROUND:
Each year, the Long Range Planning Advisory Committee (LRPAC) evaluates and recommends school facility improvements, renovations and additions required to meet the long term educational goals of the School Board.  The work of the LRPAC also informs the School Division’s annual CIP request.  In response to a staff recommendation following the 2011 LRPAC report, the School Board directed its staff to evaluate and develop an updated methodology for calculating the capacity of its school buildings.  The evaluation and preparation of the report (Attachment A), which is the subject of this executive summary, occurred over the course of several months and was a collaborative process involving both operational and instructional departments of the School Division.  School Board Policy FB, “Facilities Planning,” (Attachment B) was amended on May 10, 2012 to reflect the new methodology.  

During recent discussions by the Board of Supervisors, general government staff was asked to evaluate the school’s adopted methodology to calculate school capacity and determine how it compares to other school systems.   

On December 13, 2012, during the joint meeting of the Board of Supervisors and the School Board, school staff will present the findings and recommendation of the Building Capacity Methodology report and School Board Policy FB.  

In preparation for this joint meeting, representatives of the Office of Facilities Development, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and the County Executive’s Office reviewed the report and summarize key observations below to aid the Board in its consideration.

STRATEGIC PLAN:
Mission: To enhance the well being and quality of life for all citizens through the provision of the highest level of public service consistent with the prudent use of public funds

Goal 1: Provide excellent education to all Albemarle County residents. 

DISCUSSION:
The School Board’s adopted method for calculating school capacity makes several distinct changes:  It creates a variable classroom multiplier (explained below), increases the number of specialty classrooms that are excluded from capacity calculations, and counts rooms in a more rigorous manner as compared to the previous method. Applying this methodology and approach to each school results in a school recommended capacity figure that is more applicable to the school’s specific population, program and staffing models.  In total, the revisions reduce the School Division’s overall current capacity by 5%, or 789 seats, with the majority of these reductions occurring in the elementary schools.  

There are three principal factors driving the changes in school capacity:

Classroom Multiplier:  The basic concept here is that additional teachers, and therefore additional classrooms, are required due to a particular school’s population of students eligible for free and reduced lunches.  The primary intent is to provide more instructional staff to overcome the disadvantages inherent to many of those students in this category.  The previous method used a multiplier of 20 at all schools.  The current adopted method uses a multiplier that is a function of the school’s free and reduced lunch population. 

As a result, the multiplier varies from school to school.
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Specialty Classrooms:  In addition to art, music and computer labs, the methodology adds Special Education Resource, Gifted, ESOL, and Title 1 classrooms to the list of classrooms excluded when calculating the capacity of a particular school. Not all schools have each of these specialty classrooms.
Classroom Count:  The methodology consistently counts all classrooms that can hold 25 students regardless of current use.  This removes the ambiguity and inconsistency in which rooms were counted in the previous method. 

The methodology does not include trailers in the calculation of capacity.  For example, if music or art is currently being held in a trailer, a classroom in the building is excluded for that use.  While trailers are not permanent structures, they do provide additional seats when in use and will provide a buffer until additional capacity can be provided.  The School Board, through its adoption of this methodology, has endorsed the recommendation of LRPAC to not include trailers as part of the permanent, long term solution for school facilities. 
Application of the School Board’s adopted methodology reflects desired average class sizes between 17 and 20 students for elementary schools, between 20 and 23 for middle schools and 23 for high schools.  

The report states that a wide array of methods is used to calculate school capacity.  In Prince William, capacity is based on class sizes of 25 for elementary, 20 for middle school and 22 for high school; Fairfax uses 25 in primary, 28 in elementary and 28 in high school; Hanover uses 20 for K-5 and 21 in 6-12.

In response to Board direction, general government staff has conducted a survey of 12 Virginia school districts (Attachment C) to compare the results of the adopted methodology.  A number of key data points and ratios were considered, including student/teacher, enrollment/capacity, and total square footage/student ratios.  Based on staff analysis of these ratios and recognizing the variability of assumptions underlying them, staff believes that the total square footage per student ratio is perhaps the most reliable point of broad comparison. Applying the adopted methodology, Albemarle’s s.f./student ratio is 147 s.f. per student for K-5 and 168 s.f. per student for 6-12, which is 22.5% more than the average of the 12 school systems for K-5 and 3.7% more for 6-12.  

In conducting this analysis, staff reviewed information from benchmark localities typically used for comparison. It should be noted that school staff have concerns with this comparison and believe it is difficult to compare Albemarle to other school systems due to differences in educational philosophy and other factors.  While it is acknowledged that differences exist, staff believes this comparison provides the perspective the Board requested.  A more thorough analysis may be appropriate and would require consultant assistance due to the many factors school staff indicate would need to be considered.  This investment may be particularly important depending on the Board of Supervisors’ concern about the fiscal impact of the new capacity formula.  If additional study is desired, staff strongly recommends outside assistance to assure the analysis is considered objective.  In addition, general government is not currently staffed to conduct such a review.

BUDGET IMPACT:

The methodology of calculating a school’s capacity directly informs required modifications and additions to school facilities and therefore impacts the CIP.  The revised methodology outlined in this report formed the basis of this year’s school division CIP submittal and will also impact facility needs beyond the five year planning period. Prior to the adoption of the new methodology, the ratios of s.f./student in Albemarle County Schools were 10% above the average for elementary schools (k-5) and 3.7% above for middle and high (6-12) when compared to the surveyed schools.  These current differences may be accounted for by factors such as the existence of the Bright Stars program in the schools, the partnership between the school system and local government to provide for recreational programs and small schools in the southern part of the County.  Each of these factors has been supported over the years by the two Boards and the community.  While other school systems and local governments have similar arrangements to varying degrees, it is difficult to do a true comparison without further research.  However, the existing differences that support these programs and services are already built into the County’s long term capital program and are not a part of consideration of the new capacity formula.  

The newly proposed capacity formula extends beyond the current formula and results in the loss of approximately 800 additional seats, primarily at the elementary school level.  Application of the school’s adopted methodology will result in 
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the need to add significantly more school space than might otherwise be required on average based on the sample.  While one school project in the proposed CIP, Agnor Hurt Elementary Addition/Renovation, is impacted to some degree by the new methodology, a portion of this renovation is also needed due to current conditions.  However, the loss of 800 existing seats and the impact of the new formula will have a greater financial impact over time.  Elementary schools, where most of the impact will be felt, are typically built to accommodate 400-600 students at a cost of approximately $12-15 million per school.  The Board’s assessment regarding the educational value of this proposed change will need to be balanced against its fiscal impact and competing capital needs.  

RECOMMENDATIONS:
Staff is not making a recommendation at this time.  Final direction on this matter will be needed prior to the beginning of next year’s CIP cycle.  The purpose of this Executive Summary is to outline significant factors used in the proposed methodology and their impact on future capital expenditures for schools. 
ATTACHMENTS:

A:  Building Capacity Methodology 
B:  School Board Policy FB, Facilities Planning  
C:  Albemarle County Schools Building Capacity/Enrollment Comparison Report
