
Rensselaer Central Schools  -  
Design Advisory Group  
 

In August of 2009, the Rensselaer Central School Board set goals 

for conducting a comprehensive assessment of school facilities 

and to set priorities for future capital expenditures.  The Board 

specifically wanted a study of facilities that would actively 

involve representatives of the community.  Working hard to 

ensure the group would be diversified,  the Board recruited 26 

community members to serve on what became named the Design 

Advisory Group (DAG).   The following people gave generously 

of their time to participate in the five meetings of the Design 

Advisory Group: Large Group Presentation  

Facilitated Small Group Dialogue  

Large Group Report  

Consensus  

 

The Consensus Process  
All meetings of the DAG were facilitated to reach consensus 

on all matters presented to the group.  Every meeting 

involved dividing the large group into four to five small 

groups to foster an atmosphere in which individuals were 

comfortable expressing their opinions and encouraged to 

take an active part in the dialogue.  Meetings began with a 

large group presentation of information followed by the 

small group discussions.  Each group worked toward 

reaching consensus on the information presented and 

prepared a report to share with the large group.  Each 

meeting ended with small group reports and a large group 

discussion of the extent to which consensus had been 

reached.  
In five meetings, the DAG digested an incredible amount of 

information and formulated a unanimously supported 

recommendation.  The meetings covered the following sequence 

of information: 

 

Meeting 1:  Past & projected enrollment plus trends in the rising 

proportion of special needs students. 

 

Meeting 2:  Report on the physical condition of facilities as well 

as a summary of needs/issues identified in a survey of teachers & 

administrative staff. 

 

Meeting 3:  Defining priorities for capital expenditures & 

identifying options for the mitigation of problems with Monnett. 

 

Meeting 4:  Review of probable cost of capital projects and 

discussion of the fiscal capacity of the corporation. 

 

Meeting 5:  Review of probable cost of refined projects, 

discussion of fiscal impacts and formulation of a 

recommendation to the Board. 
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Appraisal Summary: Rensselaer Schools  
      

Section Possible  Monnett Van MS HS 

      

1.0 The School Site 100 61 79 84 83 

2.0 Structural & Mechanical  200 97 148 141 141 

3.0 Plant Maintainability 100 38 71 66 69 

4.0 School Building Safety and Security 200 126 154 143 169 

5.0 Educational Adequacy 200 84 130 104 106 

6.0 Environment For Education 200 101 148 126 139 

      

Total 1000 507 730 664 707 

  50.7% 73.0% 66.4% 70.7% 

Facts, Issues & Concerns  
 

In their study of facilities, the DAG analyzed facts, 

reviewed issues and concerns, and then prioritized 

options for addressing school facilities in Rensselaer.   

 

In their first meeting, enrollment and the striking 

increase in students of poverty was the center of 

discussion.  Enrollment was judged to be stable and 

the groupôs  consensus embraced the assumption that 

enrollment will remain stable into the foreseeable 

future.  The impact of poverty was discussed 

extensively and was correlated with an increasing 

incidence of special needs children in the system.  

Another symptom of the increase in poverty shows 

up in kindergarten.  Nearly half the children entering 

kindergarten have had virtually no preparation to 

begin school and lag markedly in their performance, 

not just in kindergarten, but through their entire 

educational career. 

 

In the second meeting, the DAG reviewed a physical 

appraisal of all four buildings in the system and 

received a condensed report on the results of a survey 

of teachers and administrative staff.  The physical 

appraisal showed that Monnett faces the greatest 

Report of the Rensselaer Central Schools  
Design Advisory Group  

Page 2 

challenges of the four buildings.  Monnett scored just 

barely 50% on the appraisal scale, reflecting a 

number of deficiencies and needs.  The most 

significant and obvious current problem with 

Monnett is the roof.  However, less obvious and more 

significant for children are the undersized rooms used 

for kindergarten and the lack of space for pre-school 

curriculum.  In a tour of the facility, the DAG was 

also shown the cramped quarters for a computer lab, 

and several constraints that would render upgrading 

Monnett an expensive challenge. 

 

In this same meeting, the DAG learned that Van ES 

has inadequate space for special needs programming 

and needs additional room for computer labs.  The 

old wing of Van also needs renovation to upgrade 

mechanical systems, electrical systems and 

technology.  At the Middle School, the open floor 

plan of the media center and cafeteria were identified 

as problems.  The middle school also needs 

additional classroom space and upgrades for 

mechanical systems and technology.  At the High 

School, the lack of cafeteria space and the need for 

additional gymnasium/locker facilities were named 

as needs.  In all four buildings, security and 

technology were identified as major deficiencies.  



Priorities  
In the third meeting of the DAG, the focus was on 

determining priority actions from among all the 

possible needs and concerns revealed in the preceding 

meetings.   The highest priority items identified for 

each building were as follows. 

 

High School 
1. Security 

2. Complete the HVAC upgrades & replace windows/

doors 

3. Cafeteria 

4. Add Auxiliary Gym 

5. Wireless Multi-media systems 

6. Update Library 

 

Middle School 
1. Security 

2. Upgrade Mechanical (water heater & generator) 

3. Additional Classrooms & Computer labs 

4. Enclose  & Upgrade Library 

5. Enhance Security of Lunchroom/Study hall 

6. Wireless Multi-media systems 

 

Van 
1. Security 

2. Upgrade Old Wing (Electrical/Mechanical) 

3. Add Remediation Classrooms & Space for Special 

Education Services 

4. Wireless Multi-media systems 

 

Monnett 
1. Security 

2. Additional Classrooms 

3. Upgrade Mechanical/Electrical 

4. New Roof 

 
During the large group discussion of priorities at the 

end of this meeting, the DAG named Monnett as the 

single most important priority for improvement in the 

system.  The consensus of the group was to focus 

further attention on Monnett to discern the comparative 

cost of renovating the building versus replacing it.  

 

In the fourth and final meetings of the DAG, Monnett 

was thoroughly studied and discussed.  The group 

learned that by adding pre-school classrooms and the 
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second grade to Monnett, the district could consolidate the 

entire primary elementary curriculum in one place to great 

advantage.  This concept addressed the need to offer pre-

school to children of poverty and removed second grade 

from Van freeing up the space needed for special 

education services. As the committee studied how this 

program would fit the existing structure of Monnett, it was 

quickly realized that neither the building nor the site are 

adequate in size to accommodate the program.   

 

The DAG also considered the possibility of adding 

auxiliary gymnasium space at the high school, but reached 

consensus on the conclusion that this project should be 

deferred while the community focuses on replacing 

Monnett. 


