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Quandary in the Quarry: How a Unique Building Method Helped Modernize

an Austin Middle School Built More than Half a Century Ago

In the fall of 1967, a former rock quarry located in

Austin’s Northside was transformed into a much-needed
middle school. Built in an area once known for rock
formations, Murchison Middle School would eventually become
one of the largest middle schools in the city. Fifty years after
the school opened its doors, a S20 million plan to upgrade the
aging facility was funded via the district’s $1.1B bond

program. Since the school would be occupied throughout
construction, a method known as “design-build,” was chosen to
help unify the workflow from concept to completion. We sat
down with the designers, contractors, and school staff to find
out whether or not this unique process improved the outcome.

Old Structure, New Build

Initially, when Murchison Middle School was built in a former rock
quarry in 1967, it was intended to accommodate about a thousand
students. Over the next several decades, growth in this popular north-
west Austin hillside community would lead to a steady flow of students
enrolling at the school.

As the student population multiplied, portable buildings were added to
accommodate classrooms. In 2017, enrollment reached 1,400 students, exceeding capacity in the 112,000 square-foot
facility--which made Murchison one of the largest middle schools in Austin. Sixteen portables were used for twenty-
nine classrooms. The overgrowth led to limited parking at the school, and security was also a concern since the main
office was located in the back of the building, on the opposite side of where visitors entered. The school’s main
building had become antiquated, and constant repairs were costly.

“Deferred maintenance is often a hallmark of an urban school district’s reality,” says Scott Stites, Educational Facilities
Market Leader for Bartlett Cocke General Contractors (BCGC). “There are a lot of needs and administrations are often
forced to kick the can down the road and try to band-aid things together. AISD’s (Austin Independent School District)
budgets are also stressed due to the state’s ‘Robin Hood’ funding mechanism that takes away nearly 60% of their
property tax-based funding.”

In 2017 AISD’s bond program would allocate funding for the 50-year-old Murchison campus to undergo full moderni-
zation. The plan included a three-story addition with classroom studios, new science rooms, and an open collaboration
area for students to learn in a flexible environment, since the budget could not accommodate the cost to build class-
rooms for each teacher.

“During the bond program’s pre-election planning phase, the district made the determination that the building was
sound and could continue serving the students, as opposed to other facilities in their inventory,” says Barry Nebhut,
Principal of Stantec who led the project design team. “So, they decided to renovate and expand the campus.”



Taking the Bull by the Horns What is Design Build?
Home of the Mighty Matadors, Murchison students have a rigorous course
load driven by advanced curriculum. As a member of the global network of
International Baccalaureate® (IB) schools, students are required to take

Singular Responsibility- one entity is
held accountable for cost, schedule,

eight classes, instead of six, focusing on making practical connections G PR EEE

between studies and the real world. Faster Delivery- work is completed fast-
er with fewer problems thanks to

“We had a high-performing academic campus that had to remain occupied collaborative project management

during the construction phase,” says Stites. “Relocating the students was

not an option. Due to the reality of working on an active campus, the Cost Savings- integrated team is

design was going to be somewhat compromised because you have to focused on efficiency

accommodate the operation of the school while maintaining a safe and

efficient construction flow.” Better Quality- design-builders often
deliver a better project since they

To help facilitate communication throughout the design process at are not just trying to meet minimum

Murchison, a contact team was established to help balance community design requirements

input with the district’s goals for the campus. The team was made up of
staff, students, parents, in tandem with the design/build team. The group
traveled to visit schools elsewhere to get a real-life visual of the design
possibilities.

Decreased Administrative Burden-
owners can focus on the project
rather than managing disparate
contracts

“Visiting those campuses that were new designs was absolutely
phenomenal,” says Christy Cochran, Murchison’s librarian. “It allowed us to
bring in the culture of our campus, rather than someone from the outside
telling us what their dream was for it,” she adds “I’'m so grateful for those
conversations.”

Reduced Risk- the design-build team
assumes entire risk

Reduced Litigation Claims- by closing
warranty gaps, owners virtually
eliminate litigation claims

The open dialogue allowed the team to discuss the best design-build
options for the Murchison campus. Individual class sizes and overall
building efficiency at secondary schools can fluctuate due to elective
courses, teacher planning periods, lunch breaks, which left many
classrooms empty for as much as a third of the day. The team quickly
realized that the budget did not allow for both capacity relief and facility
modernization, so they decided on a phased approach to remove portables.
The idea for teachers to “float” among classrooms, much like college
professors, was proposed and eventually accepted. This would allow
students and staff to leave portable buildings and move into modern,
flexible spaces within the building expansion. It would also make room in
the budget to design and build an advanced media center and relocate
administration near the school’s entrance.

“We collaborated and figured out long-term solutions,” says Derek Even,
BCGC Project Executive who managed project construction from beginning
to end. “It helped establish the vision, and it also helped with coordination,
like how to move the students and staff around to safely accommodate
construction while the school was in use.”

A campus master plan was also developed so that future expansions would
allow for growth and the opportunity for teachers to have their own class- -
rooms again, if needed. Challenges were inevitable throughout the project, but the design-build method would encour-
age a collaborative approach to finding solutions. The streamlined process has become one of the most significant trends
in design and construction and places both teams under one contract. It also allows for direct communication with the
owner which improves efficiency. The design-build team is allowed to quickly evaluate design solutions and determine
the best way to meet the owner’s goals for the project.




“They picked the Bartlett Cocke,
Stantek team for this project
because they had faith in our
abilities to work together, do the
job, and see it done properly.
That’s not only because we did a
great sales job, but both
companies have a great track
record and a history of working
together. Not just in Austin ISD,
but surrounding communities
throughout central Texas.”

~ Barry Nebhut, Principal of
Stantec Engineering Services

“It’s about presenting ideas, not selling solutions,” says Nebhut, “and
allowing the right solution to emerge. It’s not a one-size fits all.”

The Finished Product

Despite a pandemic, school leadership changes, and the overall complex-
ity of the project, the newly remodeled areas of the school opened in
January of 2021. The library is now a beacon for students with its giant
skylight roof and open concept. The school’s main office is now located
at the front of the school, where visitors are carefully screened upon
arrival. Many of the portable buildings which were used for classroom
space have been eliminated. And the school’s new addition, a three-
story instructional center for sixth graders, is thriving.

“Our students and staff have such pride in the campus now,” says Beth
Newton, Principal of Murchison. “The school used to be nicknamed
“Murchatraz” by students, and | haven’t heard that in a long while.”

The project was also an education for students who witnessed their
school’s transformation. Career and Technical Education classes
reviewed photos provided by the construction team to study the
design-build process and learn more about the roles of architects and
builders.

“We had a really strong team culture at this school,” says Stites. “Good
leadership, a transparent process. We had a big problem to solve, and
we figured it out together.”

&“ Murchison MS received certification from Austin Energy Green Building

AUSTIN ENERGY

GREEN
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program which recognizes innovation in building for the enrichment of
the community’s environmental, economic, and human well-being.



