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Snapshot of Middle School Modernization Project 
 

For more detail, please refer to the District’s website: www.uscsd.k12.pa.us 
 
1) Why is it necessary to renovate the middle schools? 

Upper St. Clair has a strong history and tradition of educational excellence.  
The School District currently flies ten United States Department of Education 
Blue Ribbon “Excellence in Education” flags, one or more awards for every 
individual school building in the District.  The High School has been named a 
New American High School by the U. S. Department of Education and both 
Boyce Middle School and Fort Couch Middle School were named “Donald 
Eichhorn Schools to Watch” by the Pennsylvania’s Schools to Watch program 
administered by the Pennsylvania Middle Schools Association and the National 
Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform. 
 
There are many factors that have contributed to the District’s tradition of 
educational excellence.  An adequate educational infrastructure is an important 
contributing factor.  Realizing that facilities built in the 1950’s and 1960’s 
would be coming to the end of their useful life at the close of the 20th century, 
the District began to address this issue by engaging in a renovation program in 
1998 with the renovation of the High School.  This project was completed in 
January 2000.  A second focus on facility renovation continued with the 
renovation of the three elementary buildings in 2002-2003.  With both of these 
projects, lead by expert consultation, close and careful examination to 
accommodate changes in educational programming created by state/federal 
mandates that have developed over the 30 year history of the facilities together 
with 21st century education delivery needs were addressed.  The high school 
and elementary projects have created four school buildings that not only address 
the District’s current educational needs, but provide facilities that are flexible 
and can respond to the changing educational programming of the 21st century 
over the next 30 to 40 years. 
 
Now the District is faced with the last phase of the renovation program.  Boyce 
Middle School and Fort Couch Middle School are the only two schools that 
have not been part of the District’s recent renovation efforts.  Boyce Middle 
School mechanical systems and other aspects of its infrastructure date back to 
when the building was built in 1969.  Although additional classrooms were 
added to the school in 1991, more instructional space is needed to meet 
educational programming needs.  Consequently, Boyce Middle School is an 
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overcrowded building with significant problems as indicated in the Final 
Feasibility Study, March 28, 2006. 
 
Fort Couch Middle School is described by the architects in the Final Feasibility 
Study, March 28, 2006, as follows: 
 

“The building, though renovated in 1990, has inherent problems with the 
size of classrooms and other spaces resulting from a narrow overall building 
width that limits the corridor to exterior wall dimension in all of the 
academic and administrative areas.  The other negative characteristic is its 
nature as a three-story building, which results inefficiency.” 

 
In conclusion, the last two school buildings in the District need to be renovated to 
position the District to continue the history and tradition of educational excellence 
into the 21st century so our students are successful and the property value in the 
township is maintained. 
 
2) Have final designs been approved?  What are the compelling issues to be 

considered? 
 The School Board has been presented with preliminary building designs, 

however no decisions have been made regarding the final designs or how to 
proceed with the project.  The Board is currently evaluating economic 
conditions and will consider both the educational needs of our students and the 
financial impact on taxpayers when deciding on the timing and the scope of the 
project.  Key factors will include: 
a) Economic factors: 

i) Interest rates and conditions in the municipal bond market 
ii) Impact of project on tax millage  
iii) Impact of project on District finances 

b) Physical condition of Boyce and Fort Couch 
i) Mechanicals are original to the building or at the end of their useful life 
ii) Overcrowding 
iii) Limited technology capabilities 
iv) Limited flexibility to adapt to educational program needs 
 

3) Can the School District sell bonds in today’s economic climate? 
Yes, but interest rates are currently higher and more volatile than historical 
levels.  Market conditions are continuously being monitored by our financial 
team, as well as the various financing options available to the District, if the 
project is approved in 2009.  At the Act 34 Hearing in March 2009, interest 
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rates ranging from 2.15% to 5.10% were estimated based on market rates on 
February 23, 2009, resulting in a weighted average rate of 5.05%. 
 

4) How can the School District think about raising taxes right after the 
Township raised taxes? 
No one wants to raise taxes.  Although we are cognizant of the Township’s 
actions, we have a separate responsibility to maintain our own facilities and 
ensure that they adequately support the educational programming needs of our 
students.  The impact on our residents’ taxes will be a primary concern when a 
final decision is made regarding the renovation project. 
 

5) Why go through the LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design) process? 
The District’s goal is to invest in mechanicals and building materials that 
promote energy efficiency, healthy work environments and a short return on 
investment.  Energy efficiency protects the District from spikes in term 
operational costs and in longer term energy savings. Healthy work 
environments reduce absenteeism and improve productivity.  Going through the 
LEEDS certification process will assure that our goals are met through 
independent evaluation and use of industry standards.   
 

6) How real are the costs?  If we reduce costs, are we vulnerable to overruns? 
a) The current cost estimates are based on the current market conditions for 

materials, labor, and supplies, as well as interest rates.  Up until the point of 
opening bids, all costs are estimates.    Under Ms. Cordisco’s leadership, the 
project team is conducting ongoing refinements of prices to reflect current 
market conditions.  The economic conditions may actually reduce the costs 
of labor and materials.   

b) A key component of the design refinement phase is to monitor our cost 
estimates.  There is always a certain element of the unknown in any 
construction project. Unexpected costs can be minimized through a thorough 
planning process. 

 
7) What happens if the project is postponed? 

a) This is certainly a possible scenario. However, this is not a cost free scenario 
i) At a minimum, the District will need to spend money to resolve the 

building systems’ problems related to the major areas (site work, 
architectural, mechanic, plumbing, and electrical) identified in the 
Feasibility Study, March 28, 2006.  The estimated useful life of these 
improvements is no more than 10 years.  We need to be prepared to 
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absorb these costs as there is only a slim chance that these costs will be 
recouped when the renovation project is resumed.   

ii) Portable classrooms will be necessary to alleviate the overcrowding. 
 

8) What is the historical perspective on student enrollment at the middle  
schools, as well as the number of teachers/administrators in the schools 
and the relationship/impact on square footage proposed? 

 See attached schedules. 
 
9) What is the estimate for the total bond issue (debt) level? 

The total bond issue varies depending on the size of the project.  If we select 
the $58 million project, the additional debt service is approximately $3.4 
million for an estimated $420 annual aggregate increase in taxes. 

 
10) Is Zone 3 working on sources of funding for the middle school  

renovation? 
Zone 3 has a platform of services they are looking to market and the Middle 
School Renovation is a part of the options available to contributors/sponsors. 

 
11) How can the price from 2006-07 go up by almost 35% due to inflation?   

Are you saying that these projects are exactly the same as then, just cost 
that much more?  How? 
The price increase is due to the market and changes in the design following 
the development of educational specifications.  Cost increases were 
primarily the result of oil prices and general inflation.  Square foot increases 
in the educational spaces were a result of the educational specifications 
review.  However, current market conditions will be reflected in the 
competitive bids, expected to be received this summer. 

 
12) Have we looked at a one middle school solution instead of two?  What  

would be the cost of a new middle school to replace the two other 
schools? 
This option has been reviewed.  In 2007, an internal team of District 
personnel and Graves & McLean Architects examined the use of the Boyce 
site as one middle school.  The results of the study reflected that the site was 
not large enough to house all four grades, space for staff parking, or outdoor 
space for students. 
 
Also, as indicated in the answer to question #13, the 1985 Steering 
Committee on Middle School Reorganization strongly indicated that the 
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middle school program be designed so that fifth and sixth graders would not 
interact with the seventh and eighth graders.  Consequently, parents have 
supported the fifth and sixth graders housed in one school, and the seventh 
and eighth graders housed at another school at two separate sites.  Assigning 
all fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth graders to one school would be counter to 
this established programming. 
 
Because of these reasons, a one middle school building solution does not 
make this a viable solution. 

 
13) Why not redistrict to include fifth graders in the elementary schools and 

only have one school building for the sixth, seventh and eighth graders? 
 
 First, if the elementary buildings were to house the fifth graders, at the 

minimum at least four new classrooms would need to be added to three 
school buildings.  This would increase the number of construction sites from 
two to four in this renovation phase: one middle school site and three 
elementary school sites.  Second, this would require increased itinerant 
staffing at schools that split teaching positions between buildings.  Itinerant 
staffing is not cost effective.  Costs increase when teachers travel between 
schools.  Finally, in January 1985, after a great deal of work conducted by 
the Steering Committee on Middle School Reorganization, the District made 
the decision to move the fifth graders into the middle school program and 
disassociate the sixth graders from the seventh and eighth graders.  This 
resulted in the 5-6 and 7-8 middle school grouping currently in place. 

 
 This decision was based on a number of factors.  First, there was a need to 

provide the fifth graders with a more challenging educational program that 
could not be offered at three elementary building sites, but could be offered 
at one school site.  This called for all fifth graders to be housed on one site.  
Second, the interaction among seventh and eighth graders with sixth graders 
was not as beneficial in reality as the research of the 1960’s and 1970’s 
predicted.  Parents wanted the interaction between sixth graders and the 
seventh and eighth graders to end.  This could only be achieved by housing 
the grades at two separate sites.  Finally, the elementary buildings were 
overcrowded which resulted from the closing and selling of Johnston 
Elementary School and a turn in the declining enrollment trend that was 
predicted when this school was closed. 
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 Housing fifth and sixth grade at Boyce Middle School has allowed the 
District to successfully operate with six school sites rather than seven, and 
provide a challenging educational program for older children within an 
appropriate school environment that contributes to these students’ successful 
educational and developmental growth.  Also, the current District school 
organizational structure (K-4 grade elementary level, 5-6 and 7-8 grade 
middle school level and the 9-12 grade high school level) was reconfirmed 
during the planning and feasibility studies that preceded the high school and 
elementary projects. 
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