
First step: Driving down costs
When new members joined the Butler School Board in 2009, the first year was devoted

to understanding the school district, its strengths and opportunities.  During the second year
the Board of Education and Superintendent developed plans to continue improving the
school’s already strong academic performance, and also to initiate actions to enhance its
financial competitiveness. Our per pupil cost was running approximately 30 percent higher
than other high performing schools.  

This process included renegotiating almost all vendor contracts, instituting a market-
based pay/merit increase program for non-union employees and an agreement to pursue a
new teacher contract that would, over time, better align us to similar high-performing
schools.  Beginning in the third year, as these efforts took hold, our cost structure began to
improve, allowing the per pupil cost to decrease by 5 percent last year with a similar
expectation for this year.  This contrasts to average increases of 9 percent in each of the
previous four years.  These initiatives now allow us the flexibility to help fund a new school
through a self-funded bond.

Reviewing facility mandates

As part of this overall process, we began an initiative in early 2012 to review the school’s
facilities.  This was driven by a desire to have a new master plan in place as the previous
plan had been completed two years earlier.  The starting point was to contract with FGM
architects to perform a required life/safety study of the facilities. This is mandated by Illinois
law every 10 years to determine if the buildings are safe and in compliance with new and
old codes.  

This study was performed two years earlier than required.  We asked an Oak Brook
resident who is an engineer, architect and professional in the school construction business
to work closely with FGM.  Upon completion of the study, FGM reported $18 million of work
would be required over the next 10 years.  The scope of work was not all life/safety, and
also included normal replacement items such a roof, parking lot grading, boiler/control
replacements, drain tiles, etc.  This number was then reduced to $12.2 million by removing
all non-essential items, such as increased storage.  The final figure includes all required
life/safety and major equipment replacements to be completed within the next ten years.

Looking at all possible options

Once we knew the base cost of maintaining the two current structures, the Board of
Education began to research options for a facilities plan.  These discussions led to the
following three choices: 

� Continue “as is” and retain both buildings; 

� Refurbish and expand the Butler school; 

� Build a new school.  
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referendum. 



A fourth option was casually reviewed which was to consolidate with another school district.  While no meetings were held
with others, we determined this would not be a viable option because: 

� Parents would not want to drive to a school outside of Oak Brook; 

� If the schools were retained, the receiving school district would face the same decisions concerning the properties;

� The only savings would be with the cost of a superintendent and 

� Butler District 53 tax rate would probably increase for residents as we would receive a “blended” tax rate from the

receiving district.

Drilling down on best options

The School Board began to drill-down on option 2 and 3.  FGM provided a basic concept of how Butler Junior High could
be expanded on its current site.  This included gutting the interior of the building, identifying those areas requiring high,
medium or minimal construction, adding a Brook Forest wing on the west side of the building as well as a tri-purpose (gym,
cafeteria, auditorium) room on the north-west  side.  Cost to achieve this option was $30 million.  Illinois school guidelines
recommend (but do not require) that a 500-student school should have access to 20-22 acres of property.  We assumed that
approximately 6 homes would also need to be acquired at a cost of $1-1.5 million each.  

This would place the Butler option at $36-39 million, but still leave the School District with a 50-year old core structure.
Further, FGM had difficulty routing the auto traffic on school property which occurs during parent pick-up/drop-off.  Currently
cars spill onto York Road.  A consolidated school would increase auto traffic by 185 percent and bus traffic by 100 percent.

Given the position of the current school on the lot, the remaining land is inadequate to allow for proper “looping”
capability in front of the school to hold cars.  Another suggestion was to demolish the Butler school and position it differently
on the lot.  Key drawbacks were additional costs beyond the $36-39 million arising from the temporary housing of students for
1 to 1.5 years (trailers/office space, etc.) and the disruption this would cause for children and parents.

New school at Sports Core best solution

The third option of building a new school became the most reasonable.  The key drawback became available land for its
placement.  The Forest Preserve has restrictions on selling land for other uses.  The McDonalds parcel by the Oak Brook
Post Office is large enough, but the Village indicated that McDonalds would not sell.  Further, the location is remote and
within a corporate center.  Another option was presented by a resident to buy an office building on Jorie Blvd. Building a
school in this location would not be a practical solution for a school.  We do not have the financial resources to purchase and
clear 15-20 homes to create a new open parcel.  As such, we determined the Sports Core to be the only practical option.

In pursuing this alternative we learned that the Sports Core deed contained a provision allowing up to 85 acres to be sold
if funds were needed to sustain the Sports Core.  The original parcel was purchased by the Village of Oak Brook—it was not
a gift.  Further, we determined that the current school properties no longer had any deed restrictions.  Originally gifted to the
school by the Butlers, these parcels had a reverter clause indicating that if the school district ceased using the land for
educational purposes, the land would return to Butler Corporation.  However, within Illinois a reverter clause expires after 40
years and this law has been upheld through the Illinois Supreme Court in other contests.  As such, we have a solid legal
opinion that the current parcels belong to the school.

Sports Core to benefit with more funding

As we investigated the Sports Core we also determined that the complex is running an annual deficit (currently $100,000
a year) on billings of $3.3 million annually.  The Sports Core currently owes the village $2.3 million and has no funding in
place to resolve this  problem.  Absent some investment they will have difficulty attracting more users.  This situation further
supported our concept to build on the Sports Core as an option that would not only be good for the school but also would
help resolve the Sports Core situation.  

The partnership between the Village and Butler 53 would allow the Sport Core to repay debt, and would provide funding
for upgrades to attract more members. Ongoing additional income from the school district  from our lease of open fields would
provide consistent revenue over time.  Lastly, the School Board thought that a Sports Core/school/library complex would
begin to create some form of a “core” for Oak Brook which is currently lacking a town or central gathering place.  The Board
felt additional synergies could occur, such as corporate use of a school auditorium and the Sports Core banquet facilities,
shared parking by the school and soccer participants and shared use of green space.  We proposed purchasing 8.5 acres
and leasing the right to use open green fields during the school day and year.Background
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Benefits of one K-8 grade building

Facilities research also included understanding a K-8 campus vs. two schools.  A Board member and both
principals worked to understand this option and visited such a facility.  They determined this approach actually created
new educational possibilities and a K-8 model is successfully working in many locations.  The K-8 school would be
constructed with separate wings for K-5 and 6-8 grades, with both sharing common facilities such as a cafeteria, gym
and auditorium at different, scheduled times. The Board also reviewed the financial impact of operating one building vs.
two structures.  Synergies include a reduction in administrative staff, improved utilization of professional resources and
support staff, reduced lawn/snow removal cost and reduced maintenance.  We estimate these savings at
$570,000/year or approximately 5 percent of the annual budget.  These savings alone equal $5.7 million over 10 years
or $28.5 million over 50.

Feedback from the community

The Board of Education held three community meetings to present facilities options and to receive feedback.  The
Board felt 10 years was a reasonable time period for estimates to compare alternatives.  Option 1 (stay “as is”) would
cost tax payers $12.2 million in building repairs and prohibit saving $5.7 million in efficiencies if we retain the two
current buildings for another 10 years.  However, the same issue would exist in 10 years—two buildings then 64 and
52 years old.  Option #2, build on Butler would cost $30 million without the acquisition of additional land or $36-39+
million with more land.  Option 3, build new, was projected by FGM to cost $40 million and would be a 50-year solution
for the community—not 10 or a Butler refurbish option, which we believe would last 25 years.

Low interest rates benefit project

As the Board considered how to pay for this project, it was clear that the current low interest rates were of
significant benefit.  Projected financing sources include 1) $15 million from a bond referendum (paid by tax payers), $6
million from school reserves, $5 million net from the sale of the 19 acres of school property and purchase of 8.5 acres
from the village, and up to $14 million from an internally funded bond, paid from school cash flow that is now possible
by our reduced cost structure.  In total $40 million.  Should the school cost less, we would reduce the school debt
burden.  We did not include the anticipated $570,000/year in new savings from one campus, thereby retaining these
anticipated savings as a cushion for unforeseen circumstances.

Cost to taxpayers

New taxes to fund the $15 million tax payer bond were estimated by the bond issuer to be $187 (or 51-cents a day)
per $500,000 of home value (based on actual EAV property values in 2012 and current interest rates for a 20-year
bond).  The tax increase is linear, so a home valued at $1 million would pay $375/year or $1.02 per day.  The bond
cost is paid only by District 53 residents.  However, any new communities annexing into District 53 would assume its
share of this cost, lowering the annual rate for all.

The time is now

The question has been raised about delaying this project.  The current financial model works with the current low
borrowing rates.  The Board has calculations projecting that should interest rates rise, not only would taxpayer rates
increase due to higher rates, but the amount of dollars the school could self-fund for an internal bond would decrease,
thereby further increasing the tax payer burden.

It has also been suggested we rebuild both schools.  However, this would require an expenditure of over $55.0
million and would likely not be approved by tax payers—i.e. a referendum would be $30 million vs. $15 million,
doubling the cost to tax payers.

Property values would benefit

The Board of Education researched the value high performing schools and new schools have on property values
Research indicated a high performing school has a significant impact on home values and a new, high performing
school somewhat further increases the value.  In addition, Board members met with three real estate agents who
market Oak Brook homes and they indicated: 1) the new school, and its small tax increase would be a net positive in
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attracting new residents to the community; 2) currently, a 20 percent differential exists in home values between Oak Brook
homes in District 53 vs. those outside; 3) Clarendon Hills is a good example of how a new school positively impacted the
community.

We do not anticipate a new school will improve test scores and did not pursue this initiative for that objective.  This plan was
designed to provide a long-term educational solution which is required at some point.  However, a new school will create an
improved learning environment with modern learning/lab spaces, improved security, increased efficiency and more effective use
of resources.  We believe it would create an atmosphere that would help retain our outstanding staff and provide both students
and staff with a facility that would promote new learning and creativity.

The Sports Core would be paid fair market value for 8.5 acres purchased—estimated at $3-4 million and would receive
annual lease payments for the right to use shared fields and a water retention pond.  Negotiations are underway.

Plans for existing school properties

In December, 2012 we formed a working group comprised of two board members and the Presidents/their invitees of York
Woods and Brook Forest.  Recognizing that these communities would have concerns about the use of former school land, we
wanted to open a dialogue to discuss concerns and opportunities.  Both properties are zoned as school/R3 or R4 (single family
homes). 

Overall best option

Besides the life/safety and building investments required, both of the current schools have some significant deficiencies.
Brook Forest is the most problematic with non-permanent walls that allows noise between classrooms, irregular room configura-
tions, lack of adequate electrical outlets, poor ADA accessibility, inadequate storage space for supplies, parking lot flooding,
poorly graded play fields, dangerous traffic conditions for child pick-up, an antiquated entry vestibule, poor multi-purpose space
for plays/concerts, and no cafeteria facilities.  Butler has no ADA access to the second floor requiring classes to be moved when
necessary, lacks adequate food preparation facilities, has a stairwell so small it can only be used in one direction, lacks proper
space for plays/concerts, lacks functioning drain tiles requiring the use of three large water pumps, has poorly graded fields and
a significant traffic issue resulting in cars spilling on to York Road.

After over a year of research, the Board of Education is of the strong opinion that a new school, located at the Sports Core,
is the best educational and financial solution for the School District.  Further, it provides an opportunity to enhance the Sports
Core, providing benefits to all Oak Brook residents.
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