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A phased-in approach to school construction was put on the table Thursday, as school board members
zero in on a strategy for renovating Jefferson County High and building two new K-6 schools.

No action was taken, but board chair Greg Sharpe told the group that they needed to be ready to make
some decisions at their September 8 meeting, in preparation for an “education summit” with County
Commission on September 22.
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Architect Don Shell suggested Thursday that the group take the idea of County Commissioner Virgil
Patterson and look at phasing in construction, beginning with work at the high school. He reasoned that
everyone knows what is needed at JCHS, and construction could be ready to start by next summer if
action is taken soon to proceed. In contrast, sites are yet to be determined for the K-6 schools, and
securing those sites and designing schools to meet the topography will take at least 6-9 months.

The phased-in approach would address some concerns already expressed by County Commissioners –
primarily the need for a hefty property tax increase all at once for an overall project school board
members currently estimate will cost $50 million.

A phased-in approach to construction would break the tax blow into two parts. Estimates are high school
improvements – to bring the facility up to date, and prepare it for many years of future service – would
take about $30 million or less. Shell estimated Thursday that under current cost estimates, the K-6
schools would cost $9.5 to $10 million each. Also to be considered in facilities improvements are
renovations of kitchens at Jefferson Elementary and Dandridge Elementary, and the possible addition
of classrooms to White Pine School.

Shell said one of the big decisions facing the board is the scope of work to be done at JCHS. He has
given the board three plans, including different levels of work and costs. All include the construction of
a performing arts center and supporting classrooms, and upgrades to heating/air condition, and utilities.

He reminded them, however, that the plans for renovation were developed based on educational needs
at JCHS – as identified by teachers and administrators at the school. “Every time you back down from
the $30 million figure, you give up something educationally,” he said.

Besides giving the board a prototype drawing for the K-6 facilities, Shell talked with the board extensively
about the decision on locating a new pod’s worth of classrooms at JCHS.

One of the plans has the pod being attached to the end of the school near Highway 92, but the plan
preferred by teachers is to put the pod in the current courtyard in the middle of the school. Several
teachers spoke in favor of that approach Thursday, because of the need to centralize the science
department, and to improve circulation and movement of students between classes.

Jan Coley, head of the science department, told the board that centralizing the science department
would provide flexibility in teaching methods, and help build critical relationships between it and other
departments. She said it would greatly improve the current situation in which split periods are employed
for the freshmen class, pairing such subjects as physical science and math. In many cases, teachers of
these courses are located on opposite ends of the building, making it difficult to coordinate teaching,
much less plan.

A centralized science pod would also lend itself to smaller learning communities, school-within-a-school
set-ups, team teaching or even a departmental approach, she pointed out. Most new high schools have
science in the center of the building where it can interact with all other departments.

“From a programming standpoint, if you have a building where it does not dictate how you must teach,
it’s definitely a plus,” Coley added.

Math department head Susan Stiner said math and science need to work together. “The way our building
is set up, that’s very difficult,” she said. Thirty years ago, JCHS had eight math teachers, all in one area.
Now there are 18, “spread out all over the building.” Such a situation makes it hard to get together and
plan, schedule computer labs, or even equip classrooms with accessible calculators, she said.

English head Thelma Gann said that the people in the building (teachers) are the most familiar with the
problems, and “might be the best ones to ask” about the best solutions. As an example, she said the
room used by the yearbook and newspaper staffs is woefully small, and it’s difficult to accommodate
computers, which are critical to the work. She has decided there is more table space than walking space
in the room, due to the close quarters, and suggested to students recently that they might as well just
walk on the tables.
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She also made a strong pitch for the performing arts center, which is “very badly needed.” Thirty years
ago, she said she made the statement that the schools should build the theatre wing, and let the
community build the football stadium.

Implying some priorities were askew, she added “we are educating people to go out into the world. We
are not educating people to be pro football players. I want students who can go out of here reading
and writing, and prepared to take a real job.”

Shell said locating the new pod in the courtyard area would include approximately 1000 more square
feet than if it were out by itself, but it would provide the opportunity to widen hallways and create more
area for student circulation. In turn, such an improvement would allow the school to grow to a size larger
than its designed 2,400 capacity – should the need dictate it.

The architect shared information he heard at a recent conference on science and math in Oak Ridge,
where speakers said good teaching in the two subjects is critical to the future of this country.

9-11 is an important date, he said, but speakers said 11-9 – the date the Berlin Wall came down – may
have been more important, because it brought 3.7 billion people into direct competition with U.S. citizens
for jobs and business.

“Whoever controls science and math controls the economy,” he said, adding that the U.S. lags behind
many other countries in producing students who excel in the two subject areas.

“All of the business leaders are saying we ought to do something to encourage students to excel in math
and science,” he concluded.

Shell also presented prototype drawings of K-6 schools that would contain about 70,000 square feet
and eventually house up to 710 students. Space would be provided for four classrooms in each grade
level, plus a CDC classroom and a pre-K classroom. About 17-20 acres of land would be needed.

The group also discussed hiring a construction management firm to help save costs, but couldn’t agree
on the timing of such a hire. Asked about the difference between construction management and
construction management at-risk, Shell said both approaches seek to maximize dollars and save the
school system money. The at-risk approach includes an assumption of risk by the manager – as well as
rewards for cost savings and meeting completion deadlines. Both approaches work well.

The services of a construction management firm would be secured after the board sent out a request
for proposal (RFP), director Doug Moody said. Board member Michael Phagan suggested moving ahead
with the RFP, but Ann Marie Potts said she felt the board needed a commitment on funds from County
Commission before that step should be taken. Nothing was resolved.

Board member Bill Powell did his best to communicate a sense of urgency in making key decisions to
fellow board members. He urged them to go ahead and take action on a strategy.

“We’re spinning our wheels on what-if’s,” he said. “And while we’re spinning our wheels, our purchasing
power is going out the door. We need to get going!”

Potts said she felt the board needed to pinpoint the location of the K-6 schools – as County Commission
requested – before moving ahead. No motion was made, or action taken, though members seemed to
agree they would make decisions at the September 8 session.

In the only other action Thursday, the board approved the expenditure of $11,000 to finish set up of a
portable classroom building at White Pine School that will house two pre-K classrooms made possible
through a state grant. Director Moody said the money will come from the maintenance budget initially,
though a budget amendment will be needed later.
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