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Aleta Masterson

Subject: FW: NRSD & School Choice vs. Capacity Planning

 

---------- Forwarded message ---------- 
From: Mark R Dobyns Jones <markrdjones@gmail.com> 

Date: Mon, 11 Mar 2013 20:13:08 -0400 
Subject: NRSD & School Choice vs. Capacity Planning 
To: mbusch@nrsd.net, jodell@nrsd.net, lcolletti@nrsd.net 

 
To: 

Maureen Busch - Stow Member - Vice Chair  
25 Peabody Drive, Stow, MA 01775 

 
Jeff Odell - Stow Member  

6 Crescent Street, Stow, MA 01775 
 

Lynn Colletti - Stow Member 
125 Old Bolton Road, Stow, MA 01775 
 

To the Stow NRSD Committee members: 
 

I write in the hope of encouraging committee members to have a more comprehensive 
conversation towards reviewing the school choice program for the district, a conversation 

that is larger than the prospective 
2014 budget. 

 
In my view, an un-discussed topic of the February 26 Committee meeting is: 

- capacity planning with a ten-year horizon, the amount of time it takes for a school choice 
to depart, if it comes to the point of ending the choice program. 
- The school choice population's relationship to the capacity of each of the District 

schools, and the potential that the choice population may cause the NRSD to come to the 
member towns to expand the capacity of the schools, if the choice population is not well-

managed. 
 

I do think it is a genuine challenge to manage the choice population, and plan to unwind 
potentially over the course of twelve years, the statutory commitment to existing choice 

students, if and when when a decision is made to end the choice program. That challenge means 
to that it requires the specific attention of the committee to manage the choice program 
well, and also to direct the district administration accordingly. 

 
I note also the incoming school choice (non SPED) student is accompanied by only by the 

statutory maximum income of $5,000 to NRSD, which, by law, is not allowed to pay for capital 
costs or debt service (which means capacity).  Using the 2014 draft budget, there is a 

planned expenditure of about $14,000 per student at the NRSD. (About 
$49 million total expenditure, divided by enrolled population of approximately 3,500 equals 

approximately $14,000 expended per enrolled student (including choice students). This 
difference between income and cost is significant. 

 
I would hope that the school committee is collectively quite concerned about the potential 
that it might find itself several years from now proposing to member towns the expansion of 

school capacity, caused in part by a population of out-of-district choice students that the 
committee could have prospectively reduced, in advance of reaching maximum population 

capacity. 
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For the meeting of February 26, I see that the the administration put forward two primary 

alternatives: keep the same choice protocol, or stopping the choice program for the year, 
without an exploration for revising the protocol, and while recommending that the choice 

program continue substantially unchanged. 
 

In addition, the school choice decision need not be only all-or-nothing. 
For example the Acton-Boxboro district has apparently transformed their choice program to 

siblings-only of present choice students, by maintaining their choice program, and changing 
their protocol, while easing their choice population out of their district. The Mass 

Department of Education has a web page listing all of the school districts' choice status, 
and it shows the policy for Acton-Boxboro (district #600) there. 
See: 

- School Choice Receiving District Status (dated 6/29/2012),  Mass Dept of Eduction 
    http://finance1.doe.mass.edu/schoice/choice_status.pdf 

- Mass General Laws Chapter Chapter76 Section 12B (j)  (sibling priority required when 
implementing school choice) 

 
The enrollment numbers presented by the NRSD administration in the February 26th board 

package are insufficient to further the more general conversation about school choice and 
school capacity.  The administration point of view presented was substantially: "If you end 

the choice program, it will require the committee to find approximately $100,000 a year 
because of the non-replaced graduating choice population." That view fails to attend to other 
rather important aspects of having a current choice population of 200-plus students. 

 
For example: 

The enrollment numbers presented on February 26 lack a full survey of the entire population 
that may potentially enroll in the district in several dimensions. 

Are there there presently some class years that are over the intended capacity because the 
class year was once topped-off according to protocol with choice students, and then 

unanticipated additional new students moved into the member towns for the same class year? 
The numbers shown do not make such an assessment possible. 

Should the protocol be modified in particular ways to aid particular outcomes? There's not 
enough enrollment information to make that assessment either. 
 

Further, hypothetically, it could conceivably be in the interest of the NRSD to encourage 
students to participate in other districts, as a capacity maximum is approached. Perhaps it 

is desirable to avoid building new capacity, and advertise instead the capabilities of nearby 
charter schools and neighboring districts for a limited period of time. Not a small decision 

to take that point of view as a district, but one that should be cautiously considered. 
 

Reviewing the 2014 budget, and the foundation enrollment over the last 
15 years, both Bolton and Stow have fairly steadily increased their enrollments, but that in 

the last four years, there was a modest decline in the foundation enrollment for Bolton (of 
14) and a much larger declining enrollment for Lancaster for the same four years, which has 
offset the enrollment growth for Stow. This allowed the NRSD foundation-only enrollment 

numbers to decline from an historical high of in 2009 of 3,325 and ease down to a 2012 
foundation enrollment of 3,250. (That foundation number, 3,250, plus the choice students of 

about 200 equals the total population enrolled in the NRS District, more or less.)  The year 
that the Lancaster and Bolton population starts to grow again, could be the start of an 

important management and planning shift for the total district foundation enrollment, and for 
choice enrollment, with all three towns growing in population. The now improving economy 

hints at this possibility. 
 
Future growth in Stow 

Part of my concern is based on the stated interest of three land owners, before the Stow 
Planning Board, of their desire to create three new housing subdivisions here. The design for 
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one subdivision is likely to be approved later this spring by the Stow Planning Board, for 
nearly 30 housing units, and the other two land owners have initiated conversations with the 

Stow Planning Board about their properties, for approximately 30 to 50 more housing units. 
With the construction of all of these houses, these three known (so far) subdivision 

possibilities total with 60 to 80 new Stow houses, potentially leading to the vicinity of 100 
to 140 more young people becoming residents of Stow in the next three to five years.  I 

suspect that Bolton will also become attractive to developers and land owners as the economy 
improves, and it is not hard to speculate about Bolton producing comparable quantities of 

newly resident school children over the next five and more years. 
 

Separately from that, in Stow, one of the Stow golf course owners has under consideration how 
to cash-out of the property as he approaches retirement age. There is a potential that that 
owner might eventually put the operation onto the market as house lots if they fail to find a  

satisfactory new operator of the course, over the coming decade. In addition to that 
particular golf course, another family-owned golf course had two relatively young part-owner-

managers (in their 30s and 
40s) die in 2012 and 2013, and there is reason to be concerned about the continuing 

operations of that golf course too, and whether or not a number of housing units may be built 
there in the coming decade. 

 
This brings to mind the question: to what extent does the NRSD administration  consult with 

the three local planning boards about likely subdivision development as near- and longer-term 
planning is done for the district? 
 

Separately from property-oriented speculation about growth, looking at past population growth 
in Stow, the town has on an approximate basis, increased its population about 10% per decade 

over the last three decades, and far above that percentage over the last sixty and seventy 
years. The 2010 census had a Stow population of 6,590, in 2,429 occupied households and a 

decade earlier, a population of 5,902 in 
2000 for Stow 

 
It is reasonable to project that the total population of Stow may continue to have growth in 

the vicinity of 10% a decade, given that several of its neighboring towns are presently 
substantially built out, and/or more expensive to purchase housing within (Concord, Acton, 
Sudbury: more expensive, and built-out; Maynard built-out but cheaper; 

Hudson: built-out and cheaper; Bolton, Boxboro, and Harvard have room to grow, and probably 
equally or more expensive than Stow.) 

 
Best regards, 

Mark Jones 
203 Boxboro Road Stow 01775 

978-897-7454 
 

References: 
 
Nashoba Regional School District (Draft Budget) Fiscal Year 2014 

Table: Five Year Rolling Foundation Enrollments <a 
href="http://www.nrsd.net/assets/files/SC%20Finance%2012-

13/FY%2014%20Budget%20SC%20Proposal%2001-29-
2013%20%282%29.pdf">http://www.nrsd.net/assets/files/SC%20Finance%2012-

13/FY%2014%20Budget%20SC%20Proposal%2001-29-2013%20%282%29.pdf</a> 
 

School Choice Executive Summary February 2013 <a 
href="http://www.nrsd.net/assets/files/SC%2012-
13/Executive%20Summary%20School%20Choice%20February%202013.pdf">http://www.nrsd.net/assets/fi

les/SC%2012-13/Executive%20Summary%20School%20Choice%20February%202013.pdf</a> 
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Feb 26, 2013 Board Packet: 
Choice analysis table for 2013-2014 

http://www.nrsd.net/assets/files/school%20choice%202013/2013-2014SC_Totals(1).pdf 
Choice Enrollment Projections 

http://www.nrsd.net/assets/files/school%20choice%202013/School%20Choice%20Enrollment%20Projec
tions.pdf 

 
School Choice Receiving District Status (dated 6/29/2012) Mass Dept of Eduction 

http://finance1.doe.mass.edu/schoice/choice_status.pdf 
 

See Mass General Laws Chapter Chapter76 Section 12B (j): 
http://www.malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleXII/Chapter76/Section12b 
"Notwithstanding the preceding provisions of this paragraph, any sibling of a student already 

enrolled in the receiving district shall receive priority for admission to said district." 
 

A Citizen’s Guide to School Choice 
Rockport Massachusetts School Committee, February 2009 

http://teacherweb.com/MA/RockportPublicSchools/SchoolCommittee/School_Choice_20090211.pdf 
 

Stow census sources: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stow,_Massachusetts 

http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=DEC_10_DP_D
PDP1 
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