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  KEYWORD-HIT 
       It was supposed to be a temporary solution. 
       But seven years later, Paterson is still busing students from 
  several crowded schools more than 20 minutes away to a building it 
  leases in Ridgefield Park. The arrangement costs the district nearly 
  $700,000 annually. 
       That wasn't the vision in 1991, when the state took over New 
  Jersey's third-largest district in a high-profile effort to reverse a 
  generation of academic decline. At that time, amid promises of enhanced 
  student performance, the state's top educators offered assurances that 
  the district's school buildings also would  be updated and improved. 
       The dilemma of having to bus students out of town serves as perhaps 
  the most glaring example of the state's failure, since the takeover, to 
  deliver any of the five new schools it says Paterson needs. It has spent 
  more than $235,000 on engineering and architectural drawings of 
  potential sites, but new schools are years away. 
       The experience in Paterson  underscores the challenges of updating 
  schools in urban areas across the state. On Thursday, the state Supreme 
  Court endorsed Governor Whitman's plan to spend $1.8 billion on 
  renovations and school construction in 28 needy districts _ including 
  Paterson. But it is unclear how the money will be disbursed. 
       "With this money, we will be able to increase the numbers so we can 
  expand kindergarten and reduce class sizes," said Paterson 
  Superintendent Edwin Duroy. "This will have a positive impact on the 
  academics, so we should see an improvement in test scores that will move 
  the district in a direction of allowing for the return of local 
  control." 
       Many of Paterson's 36 buildings continue to deteriorate and are ill 
  equipped to handle growing technology and classroom needs. At least five 
  of the schools are 100 years or older, and 16 are  more than 70 years 
  old. Uncompleted work orders for repairs and maintenance number nearly 
  50,000. Class sizes in some schools have reached nearly 40 students, and 
  they average as high as 33 in one school _ 12 above the state average. 
       Attempts to open new buildings have been  surrounded by 
  controversy, cost overruns, and litigation. 
       Last year, the school board agreed to buy a former dye-house site 
  from the city for $1 and turn it into a $22 million science and 
  technology building. But the plan was put on hold after school officials 
  expressed concern about extensive contamination. Former Superintendent 
  Laval S. Wilson was forging ahead, though he  never received state 
  approval for the project. 



       The city threatened to sue, and the district is considering 
  spending $40,000 for more environmental testing. 
       In 1993, the district started a project to turn historic School 2 
  into a state-of-the-art early-childhood center within a year. The cost 
  has more than doubled _ from $2.6 million to $6.6 million _ amid charges 
  of mismanagement and design errors that resulted in the dismissal of the 
  project manager and architect. The building opened last month. 
       "This was a disaster," trustee Belinda Lanier said of School 2. "I 
  never saw this many change orders in my life." 
       Meanwhile, state education officials say viable sites for new 
  schools were overlooked by district leaders. They say a number of 
  buildings _ a former nursing home, the former Paterson News building, 
  and two parochial schools _ could have been turned into classroom space. 
  But Wilson  made only a half-hearted effort to pursue these leads, they 
  said. 
       "We gave the district written reports on each one of those 
  facilities and what was needed to be done to turn them into classroom 
  space," said Passaic County Superintendent of Schools Maria Nuccetelli. 
  "The district made a conscious decision not to move forward on any of 
  these sites." 
       Wilson and his team said they improved facilities districtwide. 
  Thirty million dollars was spent on a range of projects, they said, from 
  new gyms to new libraries with Internet access. 
       "We've come a long way, but we have far to go," said the district's 
  former engineer, Edward Brzezowski. "The buildings have been without 
  adequate capital improvements for so long that any funds dedicated to a 
  project are absorbed like a sponge." 
       At Eastside High School, a new gymnasium is under construction and 
  the auditorium has been renovated. 
       But the 71-year-old school needs $35 million in repairs to address 
  a long list of deficiencies, according to a 1997 facilities plan. 
  Everything from the electrical system to the windows has outlived its 
  usefulness. 
       All three city high schools  already are close to or beyond 
  capacity. John F. Kennedy is nearly 200 students over capacity at 2,298, 
  Eastside is 130 short of capacity at 1,953, and the Rosa Parks School of 
  Fine and Performing Arts is 40 short at 259. 
       "If we had a building with the right facilities and right number of 
  classrooms, I'm pretty sure the quality of the education could be 
  better," School 12 Principal Robert Howell said. 
       At School 11, Principal Paula Santana is not expecting the crowded 
  Market Street school to be replaced any time soon. Closet space is being 
  used as offices. There is no gym or auditorium, and assemblies are held 
  in hallways. 
       This school year, Santana took the architect's drawing of the new 
  School 11 off the bulletin board, along with a sign proclaiming its 



  opening date of Sept. 1, 1999. A folder that contains classroom layouts 
  _ state-of-the art computer rooms, science labs, and more _ sits under a 
  stack of paperwork. 
       Instead,  Santana has turned her attention to getting the small, 
  nearly 100-year-old building painted _ a request she first made in 1989. 
       "I'm being realistic," she said. 
       For his part, Wilson blamed the lack of new buildings on the state 
  Legislature's failure to allocate money for capital improvements. 
       State officials say that Wilson should have pressed the city to 
  borrow money for new schools _ an estimated $450 million is necessary to 
   construct five new buildings, add hundreds of classrooms, and bring the 
  buildings in line with state standards. The city, they said, could have 
  bonded the money, and the state would have paid nearly 80 percent of 
  interest on the debt. 
       But Paterson officials said they couldn't afford it. Despite 
  getting nearly $57 million in school aid which went to lowering city 
  taxes, homeowners have seen their taxes jump 116 percent in 10 years, 
  and they received another hike this year. 
       "The city's ability to pay for anything is really past the limit," 
  said Councilman Thomas C. Rooney Jr. "There is no way the city can raise 
  additional taxes to build these new schools." 
       The state's two other takeover districts, Jersey City and Newark, 
  have bonded $155 million and $73 million, respectively. Paterson has not 
  bonded a cent. 
       Paterson plans to build 56 new classrooms and offer full-day 
  kindergarten to all students next school year. The adult high school 
  building _ which houses a program for pregnant teens _ is undergoing a 
  $2.1 million renovation that will provide 22 classrooms and an on-site 
  day-care center for 40 students. 
       The district  also has cut the number of substandard classrooms 
  from 118 to 75, and renovated or built 38 computer labs. A $6 million 
  lease-purchase agreement will link every classroom to the Internet, 
  provide a new fire-alarm and security system for all schools, and wire 
  buildings for cable television. 
       And, with more than $4 million spent so far, officials are moving 
  the 400 students at the Ridgefield Park school to an addition planned 
  for School 26 in September. But that would be another temporary fix, the 
  third since the state took control of the district in 1991. Students 
  spent two years in Fair Lawn right after the takeover. 
       "We've just had disappointment after disappointment on this," said 
  Laurie Cumba, vice president of the home-school council and mother of 
  two. "It's been very trying. It has been like a roller coaster, and 
  every year we don't know where we are going." 
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  FACILITIES  
 
   BOX   36 schools. 
   BOX   Average age of buildings is 65 years. Five are over 100 years 
  old, and 16 are over 70 years old. 
   BOX   It is estimated that $450 million is needed to build five new 
  schools, add hundreded of classrooms, and bring the buildings in line 
  with state standards. 
 
 


