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State of Our Schools
GCS Tries to Keep its Head Above Water as Facilities Needs Flood In.
By Gabrielle Brown
Guilford County, N.C. - A firefight. That’s how long-time Guilford County Schools (GCS) operations employees describe the work needed to repair the district’s aging facilities.
Currently, GCS is comprised of 120 schools and more than 300 facilities totaling over 12 million square feet. Many of the buildings were built before Neil Armstrong’s 1969 moon landing. Just like Armstrong, GCS has taken steps forward to address infrastructure challenges, but funding limitations and deferred maintenance have often caused us to lose ground. Why? The short and fast answer is money. But GCS leaders say it will take a little more than cash to get facilities where they need to be.
“The equipment in many of our schools has long outlived its lifespan,” said John Simmons, the district’s Senior Executive Director of Facilities and Maintenance. “We’ve got HVAC systems that should have been replaced two decades ago. Instead, we’ve patched them together to keep them running as long as possible.” 
[bookmark: _Int_FmVig9Ln]Some systems fail because they haven’t had regular preventative maintenance. “We don’t have the staff to service them as recommended, so instead of lasting 20 years, they fail in 12,” Simmons explained. The district’s resources are stretched thin. For example, there is just one HVAC technician on staff. Maintenance employees do the best they can with what they have to make sure every school is operational for learning, but the workload is daunting. 
[bookmark: _Int_NrAmIeOU]For many, the condition of a facility is judged by visible factors like freshly painted walls, functioning air conditioning or toilets that flush. But the real challenges are often hidden from view. “People don’t see the aging plumbing pipes behind the walls or aging roofs,” Mark Miller, GCS Director of Maintenance explained.
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Picture of 8-10 feet of water that flooded Washington Elementary 
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Leaking Pipes at Northeast Middle
Even planned upgrades can uncover hidden challenges. Renovating a bathroom at an older school, for example, often requires costly compliance upgrades like widening hallways or replacing pipes. “If we plan to spend $10 million on a project, we might end up spending $12 million because everything tied to it also needs to be brought up to code,” said Julius Monk, the district’s Deputy Superintendent for Business and Operations.
“We’re sitting on about 6,600 work orders right now,” Miller said. Those work orders don’t include the additional work his team has to do to comply with updated state requirements like lead testing. Previously, the state only required areas where preschool and ACES students had access to water to be tested for lead and other pathogens. Updated laws require entire schools that house these students to be tested. The state and municipalities also have varying requirements on handling stormwater and bio-retention ponds which add to the complexity of work that is completed across the district.  The additional required work has not come with additional funding. He’s pleased that his team’s efficiency rating is about 60% especially considering they are operating 40% understaffed. Contractors help share the workload. Miller says there can be anywhere from 14-18 companies working with the district on facilities needs on any given day, but he knows that efficiency rating could be higher if his department were fully staffed.
Right now, there are 40 vacancies in the GCS Maintenance Department. Potential employees, including students who earn credentials through GCS career and technical education (CTE) programs, aren’t beating at the door to fill those slots because they know they can work somewhere else, with better hours for better pay. Over the last few years, the district has and will continue to advocate for salaries that keep positions competitive with market rates. The following chart illustrates the district’s salary study. Employees at lower grades, such as custodians and teacher assistants, with fewer years of experience are now close to market value because they were already being paid at the salary floor of $15 per hour set by the state. However, mid-career and end-of-career custodians and teacher assistants are not at market value rates. 
Higher-grade positions, such as skilled trades and technology continue to have pay rates that lag market values regardless of years of experience. For example, an HVAC technician with 30 years of experience only makes about $2 more than an entry-level HVAC tech in the private sector.
These market values were determined based on 2021 salary data and have only increased since then, thus widening the gap.
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When something goes down, it’s all-hands-on-deck, no matter the time of day or night. “Our employees have come to expect that they’re on call 24-7,” Simmons said. Several times a month, people are pulled away from their families to respond to facilities, working overnight to make sure everything is in working order by the time students arrive the next morning. 
[bookmark: _Int_nV2ACjFA]Miller has been with the district for more than a decade and Simmons more than three decades. They say they’ve seen it all. But what they’ve never encountered is the shift in expectations from the public. “We live in a world where people expect instant solutions,” said Miller. It’s true. You can order a refrigerator on your phone and get it to your home the same day or see a doctor while lying in bed instead of waiting for an appointment. But, when it comes to maintaining a system as expansive as GCS, the experience is better compared to using dial-up internet, rather than Amazon Prime delivery. “When you’re dealing with systems that are decades old, some problems require significant time and resources to fix,” Miller said. All of which GCS is short on.
[bookmark: _Int_5eDxr765]There are only two months out of the year when there aren’t students in a school, however, one project could require four months to a year to complete. With nowhere to move certain schools, timelines are drastically extended. More time means more money. 
[bookmark: _Int_ZJ3F8h2o][bookmark: _Int_vsgOLkR7]When asked about a dream scenario in which the district was fully staffed and fully funded, Miller said we’d still be years away from being in a position where we’d be working proactively instead of chasing fires. “It's like driving a car. You have an old car, you replace one part and now another part starts to fail,” Miller said. “That's the boat we're in. We have a car that we know we need to replace, but we're just piecemealing, and that's when you get these major outages.”
The Price of Productivity
[bookmark: _Int_FMsURSeK]Currently, the district operates with about $10 million allocated from the bond deferred capital replacement funds to address emergency capital improvements across all its facilities. While that’s a big number, it’s about the same amount it would cost to repair just one HVAC system at one large comprehensive high school. Yet, this money is distributed across hundreds of competing priorities at different schools across the district. 
[bookmark: _Int_Oh9uoare]In 2020, and again in 2022 voters approved $2 billion in bonds to address facilities issues. Money was earmarked for comprehensive projects like new construction and deferred capital, based on the 2019 facilities master plan, which identified schools with the greatest needs at that time. The plan called for $2.6 billion in deferred maintenance and facilities needs. One part of the voter-approved $2 billion included $500 million that had to be split across facility systems upgrades that have only continued to deteriorate over time, safety updates and technology. Ultimately, without adequate investment in our aging facilities, we struggle to ensure the quality of our educational environments—a quality learning experience that all our children richly deserve.
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Click here to navigate the interactive dashboard 
An interactive dashboard on the district’s website provides up-to-date information on the status of current projects including comprehensive construction like rebuilding schools and deferred capital.
Monk emphasized the careful balancing act required to manage these resources. “We didn’t receive $2 billion upfront. It is allocated over time. So, we have to time projects carefully, not just to avoid overrunning our budget but also to manage the scale of the work,” he said. Funding for projects is presented to and approved by the Joint Capital Facilities Committee, composed of members of the Board of Education and the Board of County Commissioners.
For Superintendent Whitney Oakley, the success of GCS is personal. Her story is one many in Guilford County can relate to. Having attended the same schools in need of repair, she works every day to ensure that every child, including her own, as well as her fellow educators, works and learns in an environment that fosters growth.  “This is about more than fixing HVAC units or painting walls,” Dr. Oakley said. “It’s about creating safe, functional spaces where all our children can learn and thrive.” 
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Select Jobs: Market Values and Pay Rate Increases over Time

0 Years of Experience 15 Years of Experience 30 Years of Experience
Difference: Difference: Difference:
Job  |2022.2023|20z3.202a| Market | CumentRate |y, ol ool Market | CurrentRate |y ool pogg| Market | CumentRate
Value | andMarket Valve | and Market Value | and Market
Value Value Value
Teach:
.::,;;I" $15.00 | $15.60 | $15.25 | $0.35 | $15.00 | $17.45 | $18.78 | -$1.33 | $15.00 | $18.66 | $23.48 | -$4.82
School

Tressmer | $15-00 | $15.91 | $17.65 | -$174 | $15.00 | $18.48 | $21.75 | -$327 |$17.31|$20.21 | $27.19 | -$6.98

Plmber! | $15.00 | $15.99 | $19.46 | -$3.47 | $15.00 | $18.57 | $23.97 | -$5.40 | $17.94 | $20.31 | $20.97 | -$9.66

BusDriver | $15.25 | $16.13 | $16.01 | $0.12 | $17.89 | $20.16 | $19.72 |  $0.44 | $20.81 | $23.06 | $24.66 | -$1.60

HVACH | $15.87 | $16.66 | $21.46 | -$4.80 | $16.44| $20.83 | $26.43 | -$5.60 | $20.00 | $23.82 | $33.05 | -$9.23

Software
Specialist

$22.62 | $23.75 | $24.84 | -$1.09 | $24.42| $20.69 | $30.60 | -$0.91 | $31.27 | $33.95 | $38.25 | -$4.30

Programmer|( $24.55 | $25.78 | $28.76 | -$2.98 $26.58 | $32.23 | $35.42 -$3.19 [ $34.04 | $36.85 | $44.28 | -$7.43

NOTE: Market Values were determined based on 2021 salary data.
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EEenR School Bond Dashboard: Overview

“This report was created to provide updates to the current bond projects that include, but are not limited to,
design, construction, and financial status.
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