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ByKevin Tustin
ktustin@21st-centurymedia.com

UPPER DARBY >> It has
been decades since Clifton
Heights had a public school
in its borough, and a draft
plan presented Wednes-
day evening showed what
it would look like to have a
school there once again.
Upper Darby School Dis-

trict Acting Superinten-
dent Dan McGarry and
KCBA Architects Principal
Michael Kelly presented
to community members
and elected officials from
Clifton Heights and Up-
per Darby a preview of the
design for a new middle
school and athletic fields to
be built on a 13.7-acre tract
of district-owned land on
North Springfield Road in
the borough.
Depending on what the

school board may do with
the plan, if anything, the
school would be built to
hold 750 or 950 students
and have reconfigured ath-
letic fields in the rear of
the property. The build-
ing would be divided be-
tween community spaces
(auditorium, gyms, locker
rooms) that would have
limited public access for
certain events, and aca-
demic learning spaces on
two floors that can be com-
pletely locked down from
the community spaces. A
STEM (science, technology,
engineering, math) center
may also be built into the
school. For 750 students the
building would be approxi-
mately 150,000 square feet.
A line-by-line list of the

number of learning spaces,
their square footage and
per classroom capacity (in
accordance with the dis-
trict’s education specifica-
tion recommendations) was
included in the plan. There
would be six classrooms
each for general sixth-, sev-
enth- and eighth-grade in-

struction plus foreign lan-
guage, science classrooms,
15 special education class-
rooms and career focused
classrooms for a 750-stu-
dent building.
A parent drop-off/pick-

up area is proposed for the
front of the school on the
North Springfield Road
side of the property, with a
bus staging area that would
loop around the back of the
school on to North Syca-
more Avenue.
“We don’t just want to

build a box. We want to
make sure we’re building a
21st century space to teach
our students,” said Kelly,
pointing out that enroll-
ment, curriculum, flexibil-
ity, technology, security,
code compliance, building
systems and efficiency are
the eight points of educa-
tion and operations needed
in a new school building.
The athletic fields may

include a number of base-
ball diamonds and a multi-
purpose field that could be
used for football and soccer.
If approved by the school
board, this would be the
first part of the construc-
tion project completed be-
fore the construction of
the school. It may, how-
ever, disrupt community
events for the 10 months of
work required if it started,
as proposed, at the end of
the spring sports season.
A playground may also be
worked into these recre-
ation fields.
What is configured for

the fields and playground
can be decided on with
help from the community,
said Kelly.
All told, construction

would occur on 11.7 acres
of developable land to in-
corporate zoning setback
areas. The project could
cost $60 million to build
a school for 750 students,
or $65 million to build for
950 students and would be

completed by August 2022,
both costs incorporating
millions to rearrange the
athletic fields. Kelly said it
would take a year to get the
designs done, and then an-
other two and a half years
after that for awarding the
bids and doing the actual
construction.
Kelly and McGarry in-

sisted that this is just a pro-
posal and construction ap-
paratus would not be ap-
pearing overnight to begin
the work. No work will be-
gin until the school board
approves such work. Voting
on the issue will only begin
after they are presented
publicly with the plans in
an official capacity at a Feb.
26 committee meeting.
Before Wednesday’s pre-

sentation the thought of
building a school on the
land, which currently has
athletic fields used year-
round for youth sports and
community events, was not
well-received by residents of
Clifton Heights. Opposition
for the idea stemmed from
residents who said the dis-
trict would be taking away
this critical area of space
that is the lifeblood of com-
munity recreation.
“Nobody wants you leav-

ing here tonight thinking
we want to take fields away
from kids,” said McGarry.
“I coach in this commu-
nity; we don’t want to take
fields away from anybody. If
anything, we want our kids
in our communities to have
better fields.”
A renewing lease agree-

mentmade in 1992 between
the school district and Clif-
ton Heights allows the bor-
ough to rent the 13.7 acres
of land for $1 a year, but if
the land is deemed neces-
sary for public school use,
the district must provide at
least 90 days written notice
to the borough of its intent
to terminate the contract
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All told, constructionwould occur
on 11.7 acres of developable land to
incorporate zoning setback areas.
The project could cost $60million
to build a school for 750 students, or
$65million to build for 950 students
andwould be completed byAugust
2022, both costs incorporating
millions to rearrange the athletic
fields. Kelly said it would take a year
to get the designs done, and then
another two and a half years after
that for awarding the bids and doing
the actual construction.
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before the start of such con-
struction.
Borough use of the land

was agreed upon in 1977
when the district absorbed
Clifton Heights schools and
that piece of land on North
Springfield Road.
In addition to the middle

school option, KCBA Archi-
tects also looked at build-
ing a 750-pupil elemen-
tary school on 69th Street
in Upper Darby. This pro-
posal would split Upper
Darby-owned public land,
a total of 6.2 acres of build-
able area, between a pos-
sible three story elemen-
tary school with attached
community amenities and
athletic fields. This option
would cost $37.4 million.
This could ease overcrowd-
ing in the 69th Street area
elementary schools like By-
wood and Stonehurst Hills.
The Clifton Heights mid-

dle school and Upper Darby
elementary school propos-
als are part of a five-year
window to address larger-
scale facility construction.
The proposed schools plus
a renovation at Hillcrest El-
ementary, and renovation
and six-classroom addition
put on Garrettford Elemen-
tary could bring a five-year
capital expenditure price
tag as high as $142 million.
“The board is going to

have so many different op-
tions to consider financially
for a five-year, 10-year, 20-
year plan,” said McGarry
near the close of the one-
hour presentation. “This fi-
nal piece that we’re present-
ing here today is a 10-, 15-,
20-year plan; none of this is
going to happen overnight.
We can’t afford to do this fi-
nancially overnight.”
Financing of any poten-

tial projects was not ad-
dressed during the pre-
sentation, but will be ad-
dressed at future meeting
if any of the proposals move
forward.
All of these options, and

even a few more, are the

result of a years-long fa-
cilities study to look at ap-
propriate learning spaces
for thousands of students
in the middle and elemen-
tary schools. The district
is working from the upper
schools down to the ele-
mentary schools to address
overcrowding in its build-
ings.
Highland Park Elemen-

tary is at capacity but still
needs room for more teach-
ers without any room to ex-
pand, and two schools are
housed in leased build-
ings- the in-district Charles
Kelly Elementary in the for-
mer St. Charles Borromeo
School in Drexel Hill and
out-of-district Walter M.
Senkow Elementary in the
former St. George School in
Glenolden.
Drexel Hill and Beverly

Hills middle schools are
both above capacity at 1,400
and 1,500 students, respec-
tively. As noted in the pre-
sentation, putting a 750-pu-
pil middle school in Clifton

Heights would bring en-
rollment at Drexel Hill and
Beverly Hill middle schools
to 1,000 and 1,100, respec-
tively. Going for the op-
tional 950-pupil building
brings the middle school
enrollment number down
to about 900 and 1,000, re-
spectively, for Drexel Hill
and Beverly Hills.
“The size of those schools

is not designed for the
amount of kids that they’re
servicing today. They’re be-
ing challenged, for sure,”
said Kelly.
“Going from a middle

school 1,500 down to 1,000,
or a little over or under
1,000, is a significant edu-
cational difference, and a
benefit to that community
in that respect,” added Mc-
Garry.
A proposed third mid-

dle school for Upper Darby
would put it in line with
other large school districts
like Downington, North
Penn and West Chester
Area that have three mid-

dle schools.
C hang i n g bound -

ary lines for elementary
schools could affect feeder
school patterns to the mid-
dle schools. Beverly Hills
does not have the space to
put an addition on, but one
for Drexel Hill could cost
as much as $80 million
and make it potentially a
2,000-student campus.
At minimum, West-

brook Park and Primos el-
ementary schools would be
schools that feed into the
proposed Clifton Heights
middle school. Both schools
currently send their outgo-
ing fifth-graders to Drexel
Hill Middle School.
The state of district fa-

cilities has been an ongo-
ing discussion over the past
year.
Quarterly updates are

provided at school board
committee meetings to ad-
dress the changing lists
of prioritized capital proj-
ects and ones that have re-
cently been completed or

are in the process of being
worked on.
A newer topic that has

entered the public realm at
recent meetings is the state
of high school athletic facil-
ities. Parents addressed at
the January school board
meeting the alleged deteri-
orating high school locker
rooms and fields. Public dis-
closure of these areas was
made by a former assistant
football coach on their so-
cial media. This action was
inferred by community
members as the catalyst for
the coach’s dismissal from
his duties in December. The
district has rebuffed such
claims.
McGarr y was ap -

proached at the end of the
Feb. 12 board meeting by
a high school athlete who
said they feel less of an ath-
lete because of the facilities
they have to host games,
matches and meets against
other schools.
“They’ve got to improve.

The facilities at the school

district have to improve,”
said McGarry recalling his
conversation with the ath-
lete. “That’s why we’re here
tonight to talk about one
piece of that puzzle.”
The district is already

dealing with $110million in
deferredmaintenance costs
across its 14 buildings. This
school year the district took
out a $5 million bond and
raised $500,000 through a
.5 percent tax increase for
capital projects.
“Some of the things we

talk about as a school dis-
trict are our opportunities
to unify the district and to
create better learning op-
portunities and learning
environment for our kids,
which, ultimately opti-
mizes our abilities to have
excellent schools and great
educational outcomes,”
said McGarry. “The num-
ber one topic that comes
up time and time again is
facilities.
“In order to improve edu-

cational outcomes we have
to have the best teachers,
the best administrators,
but we also have to have
the best learning facilities.
Right now, our learning fa-
cilities are far behind other
school communities and
that’s why it has taken this
long to get to where we are
with this final piece. It will
allow us to have many dif-
ferent solutions to the facili-
ties that we face as a school
district.”
No plans presented

Wednesday are set in stone
and these are only scenarios
for the district and school
board to consider reminded
McGarry.
Wednesday’s presenta-

tion was a preview ahead
of a formal presentation of
the same plan on Feb. 26 at
a school board committee
meeting. The school board
and the public will make
all public comments on the
plans at that meeting.
Questions and comments

can be submitted before
that meeting to commit-
teequestions@upperdar-
bysd.org and may be incor-
porated into the presenta-
tion at that time.
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This is one idea created by KCBA Architects to build a new middle school and realign athletic fields on a 13.7-acre tract
of land on North Springfield Road in Clifton Heights. Depending on how many students the district may want to place in
the school, the total project cost could run up to $65million.
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