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The Mountain Brook Board of Education recently enacted a $9 million 
bond issue to allow the school system to make some facilities upgrades as 
well as a major upgrade of the wireless networks in the schools. To under-
stand the process that led to the bond issue, we spoke with Superintendent 
Dicky Barlow, Chief Financial Officer Karen Lusk-Smith, Facilities Director 
Ken Key, and Technology Director Donna Williamson.

THE REPORTER:  What were the factors that caused the Board of Educa-
tion to pursue and then enact this bond issue?

Dicky Barlow:  We maintain 10-year facilities plans. This is a schedule that 
includes items as small as a timetable for replacing bulbs in data projec-
tors to major construction projects. Because of the economic downturn that 
started about four years ago, we had to delay a number of projects we had 
planned. Last year, members of the Board of Education visited every school 
facility. Many of our board meetings are held in schools and the board took 
time to tour every school. Ken Key, our facilities director, guided board mem-
bers through a tour of each school. Then, the board identified some critical 
projects and passed a resolution to go ahead and begin work on those. 

Ken Key:  As we went through the schools—the board members, the prin-
cipal of each school, Mr. Barlow, and myself—we were looking at how each 
facility was being maintained and how it was meeting our needs. I provided 
information about the history of each school campus: when it was originally 
built and the major additions and upgrades made over the years. We also 
looked at the gaps or the “holes” that had developed due to funding problems 
related to the economic downturn. That allowed the board to consider some 
projects that needed to be undertaken quickly versus those that could wait 
for two or three years. 

Mountain Brook SchoolS
lookS to Future
with Facility and technology upgradeS

We realized this might be an 
optimal time for a bond issue. 

Interest rates are at a 45-year low …. 
Construction costs are at an all-time low. 

— Karen Lusk-Smith, CFO.
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Dicky Barlow: This led to a prioritized list of 
projects. We realized at that time, with Karen Lusk-
Smith’s help and that of financial consultants, that 
a bond issue could be a viable option.

Karen Lusk-Smith: We realized this might be an 
optimal time for a bond issue. Interest rates in the 
municipal market were at a 45-year low as the fi-
nancing was completed. Construction costs are at 
an all-time low due to the economic environment. 
Also, in 2007, the school board acted to greatly re-
duce the system’s debt service due to a one-time 

revenue stream from Jefferson County. As we 
evaluated our financial position, we realized we 
were in a position to restructure our debt and bor-
row additional funds for the prioritized projects. 
The bonds for the school system were rated Aa1 by 
Moody’s, which is one of the highest ratings held by 
a school system in the state. The board benefited 
from a strong investor demand due to its strong 
fiscal management and high credit rating which 
resulted in financing warrants over 20 years at an 
interest cost of 2.51 percent. The school system is 
committed to the long-term tradition of solid fiscal 
responsibility in the management of the district’s 
finances.

THE REPORTER: Can you talk about the process 
of getting to a bond issue?

Dicky Barlow:  In November 2012, the board 
voted to move forward with the bond issue. This 
involved pursuing a rating of the board’s fiscal 
situation by Moody’s. We were pleased that we re-
ceived, as Karen mentioned, an Aa1 rating, which 
was the highest attainable for an organization like 
ours. At that point, the process involved working 
with consultants to develop the best terms for the 
bond issue. 

THE REPORTER: What are the plans for the use 
of the money?

Dicky Barlow:  We have developed a list of proj-
ects, and it is a diverse list. (SEE BOX). In addition, 
we are using these funds to upgrade the wireless 
networks in our schools. 

THE REPORTER:  Why are these technology 
and network upgrades important?

Donna Williamson:  We are in the process of up-
grading our network infrastructure to support the 
growing number of desktop computers, laptops, 
and tablet devices such as iPads as well as the 
video-rich resources accessible via the Internet. 
Our network must also support a variety of stu-
dent- and staff-owned laptops and tablets. We have 

Mountain Brook SchoolS 
planned projectS
2013 – 2015
•	 Roof Replacements: 

Brookwood Forest, Mountain Brook 
Elementary

•	 Playground Fall Protection: 
Brookwood Forest, Mountain Brook 
Elementary

•	 Boiler Replacement: 
Crestline Elementary

•	 HVAC Replacements, Selected Units: 
All Schools

•	 Replace Classroom Cabinets: 
Selected Schools

•	 Upgrade Auditorium Lighting: 
Crestline Elementary and High School 
Fine Arts Center

•	 Upgrade Restrooms: 
Selected Schools

•	 Renovate Entrance and Library: 
Junior High School

•	 Renovate Original Classroom Wings: 
High School

We are upgrading our network infrastructure to support 
the growing number of desktop computers, laptops, and 

tablet devices such as iPads, as well as the video-rich 
resources accessible via the Internet. 

— Donna Williamson, Technology Director

Bond issue funds paid for new classrooms at the 
Junior High School

seen predictions that networks should expand to 
accommodate 2 to 4 devices per user.

Through careful planning we have been able 
to minimize the down time for staff and students 
during the upgrades at each school. We have 
completed the upgrades at Mountain Brook El-
ementary, Mountain Brook High School, Crestline 
Elementary, and Mountain Brook Junior High. Our 
plans are to complete Cherokee Bend and Brook-
wood Forest by March 1. 

During each upgrade, the major “disconnects” 
and “re-connects” occurred over the weekends 
with only brief outages during the school day. Each 
school takes approximately seven to ten days to 
complete. There will be a second phase of improve-
ments completed in the summer.

We are not only excited that schools can increase 
the number of devices used in a single area, access 
information more quickly, but also that we can 
access rich video via the internet without fear of 
“bogging” down the network. With the more robust 
network, we feel confident that we can continue to 
provide a learning environment rich with the best 
resources available for our students. Our technol-
ogy resources are not only great tools that assist 
our students as they communicate, create, collabo-
rate, think critically; these tools help to equip our 
students with the skills they need to thrive.
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3rd annual “hitting hoMe” prograM 
BolStered By parent attendance

Mountain Brook Schools and the Mountain 
Brook AntiDrug Coalition offered the third annual 
Hitting Home program in November, as part of its 
ongoing effort to engage the community in its ef-
forts to address substance abuse among youth in 
the community.  Student Services Director Dr. Dale 
Wisely said that informing parents about substance 
abuse in youth has always been a major focus of 
the antidrug coalition.

“We have always believed—and have had the 
data to support our belief—that one of the most 
powerful things we can do to address this problem 
is to help parents be aware of the extent of the 
problem and to empower them to provide the kind 
of supervision and scrutiny that will serve to re-
duce the chances that their kids will get in trouble 
with alcohol and drugs,” Wisely said. 

In the previous two years, Hitting Home con-
sisted of meetings for parents hosted in local homes 
and all occurring on the same evening. “While we 
were pleased with the home meetings, this year we 
wanted to try holding the meetings in the schools,” 
said Superintendent Dicky Barlow. “We held a 
meeting in each school, sometime in the month of 
November. We went all-out to make parents aware 
of the meetings and to encourage attendance.”

The effort to encourage parent participation 
paid off.  According to a report made by Dr. Wisely 

to the school board in December, attendance 
greatly exceeded expectations. “We had between 
120 and 220 at every meeting for a total of about 
950 parents attending at least one meeting. That is 
unprecedented for a program of this type.”

Each of the six meetings followed a similar 
agenda. After a welcome by the school principal, 
Mr. Barlow, who moderated all the meetings, 
made some introductory comments.  Dr. Wisely 
presented data from anonymous student surveys 
which point to the level of underage drinking and 
drug use reported by students, followed by an over-
view of the school system’s programs to address 
the problem. New this year were presentations by 
parents about their own experiences with “parent-
ing for prevention.” 

“I invited two sets of parents to speak at each 
school. We wanted one set of parents to be people 
whose children were already out of the school 
system—parents who could speak retrospectively 
about parenting around this issue,” said Barlow. 

antidrug coalition offers take 
home points From hitting home 
Meetings
•	 Parents do well to educate themselves 

about substance abuse and youth.
•	 Families should have frequent, ongoing 

family conversations about drugs and 
alcohol.

•	 Parents should set and communicate 
expectations to kids regarding 
substance use.

•	 Enforce a “no use” policy.  “Supervised” 
drinking leads to more unsupervised 
drinking, not less.

•	 Parents should consider monitoring 
the whereabouts of their children more 
closely.

•	 Parents should consider what they 
model with their own patterns of 
drinking and drug use.

Dr. Dale Wisely presented data at Hitting Home meetings on the level of underage drinking and drug use 
among students.
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disability or age in any of its programs and activities and provides equal access to the Boy Scouts and other designated 
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“Then we wanted the second set of parents to be 
parents who are still in the middle of the process 
of raising kids. These parent presentations turned 
out to be the heart of the program this year and 
we are so grateful to the brave parents who were 
willing to stand up in front of their peers and talk 
about their parenting practices.”

School officials conducted an online survey of at-
tendees following the series of meetings.  96% said 
the meeting they attended either met their expecta-
tions (43%) or exceeded their expectations (53%).  

“We have a number of follow-up activities for 
the spring semester,” Wisely said. An updated 
version of a letter to parents from the police de-
partment providing information about reported 
outdoor party locations frequented by area youth 
has already been circulated. Parent programs on 
synthetic marijuana and prescription drug use are 
being planned. A video of one of the meetings is 
currently being prepared for airing on Mountain 
Brook’s information TV channel. 


