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Grass-Roots Groups Duel Over Schools 
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As they toured aging Woodson High School, Robert Griendling and Ellen Oppenheim pointed out some of the reasons for their drive to renovate the 40-year-old building:

Classrooms with electrical cords strung along the walls with masking tape. Dilapidated ceilings, locker rooms and restrooms. Boxes stacked in classrooms and offices because of insufficient storage space. A science lab with computers arrayed on countertops next to sinks because that is the only place to plug them in.

"This school just needs to be reconfigured so the kids can have decent classrooms," said Oppenheim, president of a citizens group formed last year to push the county School Board for a speedy overhaul of Woodson.

In the southern part of Fairfax County about 12 miles away, Elizabeth Bradsher drove her minivan past evidence of surging population growth: vast tracts of new town houses and single-family homes, schools with row after row of trailers, the 250-acre site of a future housing project near the former Lorton prison. The development, she said, shows the need for a new middle and high school to relieve crowding at Hayfield Secondary School and bus rides up to 12 miles long.

"The density is much higher than it used to be," Bradsher said. "This new growth is pushing Hayfield beyond its limits."

Two groups of parents -- one from the older neighborhoods in a largely built-out central section of Fairfax, the other representing the booming "South County" -- are at loggerheads over an issue that increasingly pits old and new parts of the county against each other. The question: Should construction of new schools or the renovation of old ones get priority as the School Board struggles with an intensifying budget crunch?

The school system's capital improvement budget cannot keep up with the need for new and renovated schools in a burgeoning county that must accommodate more than 4,000 new students a year. Fairfax County provides only about half the $200 million a year that the school system figures it needs for its capital improvement program. As a result, some projects spend years on a waiting list.

With their children's interests at stake and the pot of money so limited, the parents' clash has grown increasingly personal. The two groups have publicly traded barbs, issued rival "white papers," or authoritative reports, and challenged each other and the School Board in fliers and statements. School Board members worry that the dispute could jeopardize voter approval of a bond referendum this fall.

"We don't see why a South County high school is being accelerated while Woodson and 49 other schools [on a renovation list] are being delayed," Griendling said.

Countered Bradsher: "How dare they think they know our situation when they don't live in it on a day-to-day basis? I don't want to make this an us-versus-them issue, but that's what they made it into."

The exchanges illustrate an unfortunate fact of life in Fairfax: The contest for school budget money has become a zero-sum game. To win a piece of the funding pie means that someone else has to lose.

Among those with a stake in the outcome are powerful real estate interests; real estate agents in the Woodson neighborhoods and developers in the South County each view new or renovated schools as key selling points for homes in their areas.

In a sense, the struggle has evolved into the Fairfax County public schools' version of "Survivor." As the dispute has shown, it is not enough for one side to make its own case; it also has to knock down the competition.

The Woodson group, which calls itself RENEW (for Renovate to Educate the Next Era at Woodson), grew out of parents' concerns that the high school, despite a good reputation academically, was falling into disrepair and lacked the modern facilities needed to educate 21st-century students and to attract good teachers.

Aware that several schools ranked ahead of Woodson on the renovation list, the parents became alarmed last year when they noticed that a $47 million line item for the next high school renewal project -- understood to be Woodson -- was deleted from the new capital improvement program. At the same time, the plan included funding for a new South County secondary school, now projected to cost nearly $74 million. (The secondary school would become a high school when a middle school is built later.)

The Woodson parents succeeded in getting the line item restored, but the starting date for the renovation slipped from 2003 to 2005. They resolved to fight that, too.

Nell Hurley, a longtime PTA member who serves as RENEW's number cruncher, tore into the 2002 capital improvement program, challenging its premises and proposing alternatives. A retired military officer who formerly worked on plans and budgets, Hurley has four daughters, including a junior at Woodson and an eighth-grader who will go there next year. To buttress her arguments, she tows to public meetings and interviews a small, black suitcase full of maps, budget plans, school enrollment records and other documents.

The result of Hurley's efforts was a 10-page white paper that RENEW issued in January. It offered proposals to alleviate crowding at Hayfield Secondary School short of building a new $74 million school, asserted that "Hayfield does not have a unique or even especially severe transportation problem" and questioned the School Board's "integrity" in advancing the South County project, which it said would come at the expense of "deteriorating and often deplorable and dangerous conditions at FCPS's older facilities."

The white paper complained that, because of the South County project, Woodson's renovation would be delayed for at least two years and 49 other schools would have to wait one to four more years. In a subsequent flier, RENEW attributed the push for the new South County school to "political pressure from county supervisors and well-connected residents in the area who want to spur development there."

The group's beef is not so much with the South County parents but with elected officials, said Oppenheim, a neuropsychologist who has a son in eighth grade and two daughters in elementary school. "Promises were made and were broken," she said."

RENEW's criticisms have ruffled feathers in South County and rankled the School Board.

The board "counseled us that you really shouldn't pit one neighborhood against the other," said Griendling, a freelance editor and RENEW's chief publicist. "Our response was, 'We're not pitting one neighborhood against the other. You are. We're just raising questions about your priorities.' " Griendling has a daughter who is a freshman at Woodson, a daughter in eighth grade and a son in sixth grade.

RENEW also challenged the School Board's refusal -- in a vote in January largely along party lines -- to move Woodson's renovation back up to 2003. The board later compromised, putting Woodson on the schedule for planning money in 2004.

In a written response to the white paper, the School Board said, "The paper focuses on the South County high school project, ignores numerous other factors that have had a tremendous effect on the [capital improvement program] and misrepresents the needs in the South County area." The board also denied that "advancing the cash flow" for the South County project caused the delay in the renovation projects.

RENEW's activities have been "very destructive and very divisive," said a School Board member who did not want to be identified. "The problem is not that one project got put ahead of another. The problem is that we don't have enough money to fund all the projects." Besides, he said, the capital improvement program is simply "a planning document," not a commitment to build anything.

RENEW leaders "definitely [are] rabble-rousers," said School Board member Kaye Kory, of the Mason District. "But they should be. We need parents to be rabble-rousers." She added, "It's unfortunate that some of the disagreements between parents' groups were so personal."

The School Board's decisions were "based on what is best for the entire school system," not on "who's got clout," said Ernestine Heastie, the board member for the Providence District, which includes Woodson. "I just find it sad that all this attacking is going on."

Stuart D. Gibson, of the Hunter Mill District, said he fears that "infighting" between rival parents' groups could cause voters to reject a school bond referendum in November. "We have renewal and new construction needs all over the county, and unless we get a significant infusion of new cash over the next 10 years, we're not going to be able to meet those needs," he said. "That requires us all to pull together."

Last month, the South County parents, who have dubbed themselves the Hayfield Pyramid Solutions Group, issued their own white paper to argue the case for early construction of a secondary school on a 112-acre parcel of the former Lorton prison property off Silverbrook Road. South County residents have been waiting 12 years for that project and are "fed up with the long and dangerous commute to a distant and overcrowded school," Hayfield Secondary, the paper said.

Bradsher, who has two children in elementary school, defends the Hayfield group's efforts to move up the timetable for the proposed new secondary school so that funding for it can be included in this year's bond issue. The group wants the school built by 2006 at the latest.

"I can't apologize for that," said Bradsher, a leader of the group. "I can't apologize for the growth, and I certainly can't apologize for the need here."

The South County parents especially resent RENEW's questioning of their rationale for a new school.

"We're not the only area that needs new construction, and they're not the only area that needs a renovation," Bradsher said. "To point your finger at another community is just wrong." Bradsher nevertheless questioned the urgency of a full-scale renovation for Woodson.

"Some of the issues present at Woodson I feel are due to a lack of administrative support," said the former health care consultant. "If they do not have doors on bathrooms, that's up to the principal" to resolve. Similarly, she said, problems with sewage backing up into a locker room are "a maintenance issue, not a renovation issue."

Sitting in Bradsher's kitchen in an eight-year-old neighborhood of $300,000-plus homes just west of the former Lorton prison property, Hayfield group member Cathy Kost complained about what she called RENEW's propaganda against a new South County school. 

Kost, who has two daughters in Hayfield Secondary and another in elementary school, is a certified public accountant who fills the same sort of number-crunching role for the Hayfield group that Hurley does for RENEW.

"It's discouraging to see people fighting over the same small slice of pie," she said. "We need to make the pie bigger."

On that, at least, both sides can agree. They jointly supported a proposal -- since rejected by the Virginia General Assembly -- to increase the sales tax by one cent in the county and use the proceeds for schools. Now they separately are urging the Board of Supervisors, which votes on a new county budget in April, to put more money into schools, possibly by using the taxes from increased real estate assessments to finance additional school bonds.

But they may face an uphill battle. Money is tight these days, and other citizens' groups are clamoring for a rate cut that would neutralize the increase in assessments.
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