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Dear Superintendent Heilmann and Oshkosh Area School District Board Members:

Thank you for the opportunity to participate in this challenging community
outreach project. Although hired to provide an unbiased, outsider’s viewpoint, we have
come to view your children and responsibilities as ours for a time and appreciate the
challenges facing the district.

We started what we believed was a straight-forward facilitated community-wide
discussion project based on school district information that would lead to a simple
facilities use opinion. By its design, this project was to minimize “insider” influence. As
“outsiders,” what we slowly uncovered was a highly complex facilities use problem
within a politically-charged atmosphere that discourages change. Oshkosh’s “make do
with what we have” philosophy has inhibited the development of formal standards,
blocked necessary boundary changes, and discouraged system-wide improvements.

We make this final report knowing that many expected us to apply our magic
wand of professionalism to create one nearly perfect answer to present to the community
for support. Instead, we have taken the complex and seemingly unmanageable issues that
exist in the Oshkosh Area School District and created tools to manage the situation.
Tools that will allow Oshkosh to come to real decisions if you choose to take them down
a path that includes stake-holders within your community.

We believe that boundary changes, school closures, building improvements, and
building expansions/replacements are needed. Community knowledge and support for
these changes is critical in order to achieve the educational excellence, equality, and
efficiency the Oshkosh community values.

We highly recommend expanding the public participation process to allow the
community to appreciate the complexity of the issues and the need for change. The tools
developed in this project along with additional information valued by the community can
be taken to a cross-section of stake-holders to make final decisions that can then be taken
out to the general public. We believe this is a productive path to attain the educational
excellence your community desires and deserves.

Sincerely,

The Fublie /f/mymmf Fartrers [LF /DM/%# Tean
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Executive Summary: Facilitated Participation

Participants have been willing to listen to and understand the challenges facing the
Oshkosh Area School District (QASD) Board of Education (BOE). We repeatedly heard
that participants would like the OASD to share information in this direct way more often
with them and others like them.

Despite this finding, there was no clear and compelling consensus for a change direction
based on the May 20, 2006 Community Listening Session Workshop. However, there
was a willingness to consider dramatic change if the need and the solution were based on
detailed information on need and benefit. We believe that this workshop’s small number
of community leaders representing mainly specific school constituency groups was not
representative of your community at large; however, it seemed representative of those in
Oshkosh who actively petition the BOE on behalf of their allegiance to a school. This
seems o be a problem in planning for and managing change in Oshkosh Area schools.
Although we do not believe this group is representative of your community at large, we
believe all participants share a desire for clearly communicated information, a transparent
process of decision-making, and the ability to participate.

Participant Base Values. In our Public Participation Report, we identified larger
community values upon which to recommend a Long Range Facilities Use Plan:

1. School buildings should be safe, well-kept, brightly lit, clean, tidy, and
welcoming in addition to functioning to teach children well.

2. Educational programming in each building should be equal and broader than the
3-R’s.

3. Buildings should provide space appropriate to each type of learning and be
generally equal in providing for the educational needs of individual students as
well as groups of students.

4. Buildings should give children a sense of social connection (neighborhood
feeling) as well as pride in themselves and their surroundings.

5. Buildings should be efficient in use of tax dollars and not waste money. This
value included not only considering efficiency in per-student costs, but also
investing in on-going structural maintenance and energy conservation.

Participant Facility Use Values. Most participants believed that educational excellence
was related mainly to student: teacher ratios and teacher quality as well as parental
involvement. Many did not understand the impact that facility investments had on
educational excellence.

Boundary Change as a Tool. Boundary changes were one tool we discussed using to
balance out school populations and increase building use efficiency. Participants were
generally willing to support boundary changes over building/expanding facilities to
address over/under-crowding. Few expected boundary changes to be easy to implement;
a minority of participants remained adamantly opposed to boundary changes.

Public _
Management Providing planning and management support to local government
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Tax Funding as a Tool. A slim majority of participants would probably support raising
taxes if needed to build new schools based on their expectation of excellence; many more
would support raising taxes if the case to do so was well-researched, compelling, and
clearly communicated as necessary to support system excellence, equity, and efficiency.
Although most did not want to fund an educational system that was the best in northeast
Wisconsin, they did expect a strong and up-to-date educational system deserving of
community pride.

Executive Summary: Facility Use Evaluation

We believe there is a need for change to achieve educational excellence, equity, and
efficiency in OASD schools. We believe that changes and improvements over the long
and short term will be actively supported by most project participants and the
communities they represent if the choices:

* Are based on the community’s deepest-held values;
»  Are well-researched and clearly justified;

= Communicate that the personal effort required will improve educational
excellence, equalize educational opportunity, and not waste tax money.

Pubiic

Management Providing planning and management support to local government
Fartuers .



=

Public Values and Facilities Use Final Report — October 2006 Page 4

Boundary Changes

We believe that the community as a whole will support change, although a minority will

be significantly distressed and actively resist. We offer the following guidance based on

the schools we saw, the data we received from district administration, and what we heard
from the community during the entire project.

1. Boundary changes that address elementary schools are needed now because
enrollment has begun to increase and is projected to do so for some years. Where
available space is not aligned with actual and projected enrollment growth:

a. Consider boundary changes before spending money on building additions
to control class sizes.

b. Consider the effects of potential closures, additions, and replacement
schools on boundary choices to minimize future changes.

c. Choose a system of changing boundaries that identifies potential changes
well in advance of implementation. Develop a multi-year and multi-step
plan if necessary.

d. Keep close geography a goal where students walk to school.
¢. Keep transportation costs in mind where students are bussed to school.

2. Boundary changes that realign the number of students attending each high school
will be necessary before they are obviously needed in 2010-11. These can be put
off based on 2006 enrollment numbers, but they should not be put off for long.
More equal enrollment should remove some program inequities that are
developing.

3. In order to accomplish educational parity at West and North High Schools, you
might constder:

a. Shifting the path of one elementary school from Oshkosh West to
Oshkosh North and accept less balanced middle schools if necessary for a
while to balance high school populations.

b. Shifting the path of selected attendance neighborhoods from one or more
middle schools in order to balance high school populations.

¢. Addressing the unstated perception, right or wrong, of demographic
differences in student populations leading to unequal educational
experiences and outcomes at the high schools,

4, Where inequity remains due to uneven enrollment and/or student interest at the
high schools, the community would support developing long distance learning
through technology. We recommend that both high schools get equal on-site
teacher attention during class instruction time by rotating the teacher to each base
school equally and telecasting to the other equally.

5. Consider developing boundary change policies to address both educational and
soctal development needs.

Public
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a. Plan for actively integrating parents as well as students into the social
network at the new school. Deliberately help parents meet and grow
comfortable with their new peers.

b. Many partictpants would prefer grandfathering students and offering
grandfathering to families; natural change points might be the move from
elementary to middle and from middle to high school.

c¢. The community as a whole will not support exceptions to the rules unless i
the rules include very specific and limited accommodations.

6. Selection of boundary changes could include reviewing, modifying, and adopting:
a. Recommendations of the most recent community study.
b. A new plan developed by the Superintendent/Principals.

Several individuals in the process stated that income differences have led to unequal
educational experiences and outcomes at schools. Although which students to place at
each school is clearly outside the scope of this project, we recognize that differences in
parents’ income and/or educational goals can affect the educational experience for all
students. As we were asked to give our unbiased opinions based on community values,
we asked for OASD free/reduced lunch numbers. After seeing that the percent of low
income population ranges from 6 to 65% in OASD schools, we believe these few “truth
tellers™ have identified a reality that may need to be addressed. The same may be true of
percentage of English Language Leamers in specific schools. In many US communities,
class and other demographic realities are “unmentionables™ that become a barrier to
achieving educational excellence and equity; we do not think that OASD wants this to
happen.

Once a plan is selected, the community as a whole expects you to stick with it. BOE
members and administrative staff may empathize with detractors but must firmly point to
the rational common good boundary changes will accomplish and help parents and
students see and experience the benefits. The community as a whole expects you to be
Solomon and decide the fate of the baby, hard though they recognize that may be.

Public
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Building Use Efficiency and Consolidation

The administrative staff collected building information from the ten largest schools
districts excluding Milwaukee. Oshkosh Area School District is 9™ in size and has the
highest number of schools; QASD’s average elementary and middle school populations
are lower than in other districts. Comparison details are shown in the following table:

Rank School District  Average Average middle  Average
elementary school high
school population school
population popuiation

1 Madison 343 547 2816

2 Kenosha 419 835 2121

3 Racine 425 975 34086

4 Green Bay 326 1172 1614

5 Appleton 412 892 1704

B Waukesha 330 988 1438

7 Janesville 381 807 1835

8 Eau Claire 355 818 1844

9 Oshkosh 265 494 1720

10 Sheboygan 362 756 1629

There is no one size that meets all needs, but the sheer number of buildings in OASD and
the very small sizes are not standard in most districts of your size. A narrower BOE
building size range could become a goal against which to measure all future decisions
regarding buildings in the district.

OASD administration sees immediate and on-going cost savings through combining
schools. Their September 1, 2005 analysis shows that combining an elementary school
will lead to the elimination of 3.9 positions for an annual cost savings of $209,159.29.
Combining a middle school was projected to lead to the elimination of 10.5 positions for
an annual cost savings of $556,216.59.

We believe that the OASD public does not understand the educational quality and
efficiency impacts of this “many buildings/small schools™ reality. Project participants
focused their attention on teacher: student ratios and teacher reputation within classrooms
to evaluate educational excellence and equity. Most participants did not understand even
the most basic educational issues related to building function, equity, size, and efficiency.

The community will not easily consider closing schools. However, the representative
groups we met with would support closing schools if detailed studies showed that what
was being replaced led to cost savings (fewer administrative staff, lower utility bills,

Public
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lower transportation costs, etc.) and improved education in significant ways now and into
the future.

There will be resistance to school closures from those affiliated with present schools, and
this will need to be actively addressed within the school community. If done in a
collaborative process with those being displaced, users will more often understand and
look forward to the opportunities a new and better building offers instead of opposing the
closing of known and comfortable enough schools.

Public
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Educational Programming

After gathering current room use and building deficiency information from school
principals and walking thru each building, , we believe that educational programming
cannot be equitable in all your present buildings due to over/under crowding, inequitable
learning spaces in core areas (covered in Building Equity section), and unequal
distribution of special student populations into buildings with available space.

OASD has made a clear commitment to educational programming that is equal, even if it
is not efficiently delivered due to building shortcomings and unequal student populations.
Project participants at schools expressed satisfaction with their schools and their teachers.
However, maintaining equal programming demands greater effort from teachers working
in low-functioning or overcrowded facilities.

=  For example, Carl Traeger and Oakwood are presently at or above OASD’s full
capacity figures. Jefferson (98%) and Oaklawn (96%}) are not far behind. At the
same time, Lincoln, Merrill, and Jacob Shapiro are less than 75% of OASD full
capacity. West and North High Schools are above 100% of operational capacity
(85% of full capacity), or 91% and 86% of full design capacity figures. This
causes functional difficulties that affect learning.

» Enrollment projections continue to project disparities in class sizes/sections
within and among schools that will affect building use, efficiency, educational
programming, and student/teacher “face time” in the future. For example:

a. Lincoln’s 5™ grade will vary from a small of 9 to a high of 18.

b. Oakwood’s 5 grade will vary from 69 to 101, meaning a low of 3 classes
of 23 each to a high of 4 classes of 25 each or 3 classes of 34 each.

The learning demands of special education and English language learners require special
programming as well as teaching skills and space. Space availability and broad program
consolidation in OASD schools requires many students with special educational needs to
travel out of their neighborhood school. For example, North High School hosts all high
school English Language Learners, irrespective of school boundaries.

Although efficiency requires some consolidation of special education programming,
space availability seems to often drive program placement. This leads to unequal
experiences for regular students as well as those special need students not served in their
own schools. For example, recent data special education population distribution shows:

a. 14% of Lincoln’s enrollment have defined special educational needs (a
SAGE school with a capacity of 155)

b. 13% of Jacob Shapiro’s 325 and Rooseveit’s 278
¢. 10% of Emeline Cook’s 276
d. 7% of Carl Traeger’s 527
e. (0-2% at all other elementary schools
Public
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Building Equity as the Foundation for Educational Equity

The complexity of the present situation of the Oshkosh Area School District as it relates
to facilities could be described as overwhelming. It is further complicated by negative
public sentiment, a general environment of distrust with the District, lack of information
and a lack of clarity concerning goals and objectives. Although the problems may be
more extreme than other school districts face, they are by no means unusual. Many
school districts are dealing with stmilar issues. They, like the OASD, are working
diligently to create equitable school experiences and trying hard to be good stewards of
the public trust. It is a very difficult task even in communities with growing populations
who have the best of situations.

The complex facility issues of the OASD greatly exceed any expectation on our part and
it has taken considerable extra time and extraordinary effort to reach the current
conclusions. Much of the time and effort has been spent on obtaining the physical
information and statistical data necessary to support any possible direction or
recommendation. The collected data has been analyzed and then organized into five value
groups. These groups represent a means and method of comparing the diverse physical
environments of the schools within the OASD and a means of ranking the quality and
appropriateness of these environments. The issues dealt with include: the number of
schools in the system, the general design elements, the area of the schools both in total
and in core spaces, and the cost of repairing and/or remodeling.

The following summary is organized around these value groups and their corresponding
charts. Due to their complexity and size, all charts are attached to the end of this report.

Chart: “2-High School Systems*

It is apparent when looking at other similar districts that OASD has more middle and
elementary school facilities than most others. 5 middle schools in comparison to 2 or 3 in
other similar systems along with 17 elementary schools in comparison to 12 or 13. This
information alone suggests that the OASD should look very closely at closing a rather
large number of elementary schools and at least 1 middle school. It may be said that this
view is too simplistic to be valid or worthy, but the numbers support the conclusion.
Based on the recent and maximum enrollment numbers, a reduction in the number of
middle schools and elementary schools could be achieved without creating school
populations that exceed those of other similar districts and without building numerous
new facilities. The current data supports the fact that the OASD has a number of
elementary schools and middle schools that have underutilized capacity. In addition,
some schools, Perry Tipler, Oakwood and Emmeline Cook as examples, have significant
amounts of land which could be utilized for expansion. Another fact that supports this
conclusion is that the OASD has a large amount of deferred building maintenance along
with an extreme range in the quality and quantity of space of the various school
environments.
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