
Jacob A. Mayfield 
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Amherst, MA  01002 

 
May 16, 2016 
 
To whom it may concern, 
 
I am writing to express concern and disappointment with the Town of Amherst’s Wildwood 
Elementary School renovation project, to be funded in part by a MSBA grant. The Amherst 
school district administration has engaged in a deceptive and flawed process to administer 
MSBA funding, resulting in an outcome that meets neither the needs nor desires of the Town of 
Amherst. Unfortunately, disrupting the process, even at the risk of losing MSBA funding, would 
better serve the children, parents and taxpayers of Amherst.  
 
The process to plan and realize necessary renovations for Wildwood Elementary School was 
neither representative nor transparent: 
 

• The people most directly affected (Wildwood students, parents and teachers) are greatly 
underrepresented by a Wildwood School Building Committee selected by the District. 
Wildwood teachers and the Wildwood PTO should have been immediately engaged.  

 

• By splitting the responsibility for curricula and renovation onto separate committees, the 
District created a process that avoids discussion of pedagogical impacts. Data 
overwhelmingly support fewer transitions as beneficial for all students and especially for 
students at risk. Similarly, small, neighborhood schools typically perform better than larger 
ones. Despite repeated calls by community members to address these data, the District has 
claimed that the School Committee, not the Building Committee, is responsible for 
education. It is deeply troubling that the most important aspect of a school project was 
detached from consideration. 

 

• Consistent bait and switch tactics were used to justify decisions. For example: 
 

– Air quality at another Amherst school, Fort River Elementary School, was used to justify 
consolidating both elementary schools in a single, new building. In fact, air quality testing 
that the District is fully aware occurred does not support these claims. Fort River needs 
renovations, but “sick building syndrome” should be explicitly discarded by the District. 

– The expansion of pre-K programs was used to justify a new, larger school building 
(http://www.amherstbulletin.com/Archives/2016/01/j29appyGUEST-hg-012916). However, 
pre-K programs are not a part of the Wildwood renovation plan, funding has not been 
requested or approved by the town of Amherst. 

– The District has consistently cited equity as a reason for elementary school consolidation. 
However, data suggest at-risk students perform worse in large school environments. 
Furthermore, all three elementary schools in the District are equally diverse by the 
Districts own metrics. Consolidating schools would alter bussing patterns; however, a 
reduction in bussing times for at-risk students has not been studied. In fact, moving from 
neighborhood schools to a central location would increase bussing times district-wide. 

– Cost was used to justify new construction over renovation; however, a line-item budget 
for renovation options was not released. Taxpayers deserve to know the relative cost of 
necessary changes versus value-added improvements. In selecting the most expensive 
option without providing sufficient accounting, the District risks losing town funding. 

– Select costs for a new, consolidated elementary school were excluded in estimates for 
this option. Necessary, significant increases in transportation have not been fully studied 



 

or accounted. Costly ADA compliant outdoor play spaces are not part of the budget but 
will be necessary. Hence, the District has engaged in selective accounting to make their 
desired option appear more affordable. 

– The public was initially told that the three building options originally approved by the 
MSBA were the only options. When public outcry against a single, consolidated school 
was apparent, the District could indeed add a fourth option, a two-in-one school, used to 
secure School Committee approval and sway public opinion. The District revised the 
fourth option after the fact, fully merging upper grades. Once again, the District now 
claims further changes are not possible. This is not the case and is emblematic of the 
way the District has misinformed the public about options, deadlines and process. 

 

• The District has been slow to seek public opinion and has disregarded findings. For 
example, a survey about the building options did not engage preschool parents, whose 
children are most directly affected, until a week before the deadline. Area preschools were 
asked to circulate the survey without providing context: I received an email link to the survey 
from preschool with no information about its purpose or potential impact. The survey should 
have been widely distributed to the whole town. Nonetheless, the survey showed strong 
opposition by both parents and teachers to the plan ultimately chosen the District. 

 

• The District’s plan to consolidate Amherst middle and high schools into a single 7-12 
building was similarly and strongly opposed by parents and teachers. The District 
nonetheless pursued this option over several years, only recently abandoning their plan. The 
people of Amherst clearly oppose large, consolidated schools, but the District has a history 
of taking advantage of process to make their favored option seem inevitable. 

  
If the process had been transparent and representative, I would put aside my opinion about the 
outcome. However, the majority of parents, teachers and town members agree that small, 
neighborhood schools are worth saving. Given a survey that showed the majority of parents and 
teachers, rather than a vocal minority, oppose consolidation and the recent defeat of another 
consolidation effort by the District, a consolidated school is neither wanted nor needed. 
 
With a five-year-old preparing to enter kindergarten this fall, I understand how the District’s 
behavior has affected local parents. The parents of every one of my daughter’s peers heading to 
kindergarten in Amherst applied to the Pioneer Valley Chinese Immersion School, an alternative 
charter school outside of the Amherst district. Of these six children, both who were accepted 
based on the lottery will attend. The remaining children, including my daughter, would attend if 
accepted from the wait list. The District cites declining enrollment to justify consolidating 
schools; however, enrollment is declining because parents are concerned about consolidation. 
 
I cannot speak for other parents, but can speak for my family. We are the product of public 
schools, educators ourselves and come from families full of teachers. Proximity to a 
neighborhood school factored into buying our current house. We do not otherwise support 
charter schools, which I believe propagate income inequality. Frustration compelled us to apply, 
feeling it would be better for our daughter to attend a school that places education and 
community before administrative convenience. 
 
 

Sincerely, 
Jacob A. Mayfield 


