Top: The interior of Reading School District’s

Millmont Elementary School looks as if it
were built conventionally, but was in fact
preassembled in Ephrata and delivered to
the site in modules, above.

Right: A workman helps prefabricate

a school that will be disassembled and
shipped to North Andover, Mass.

The Reading School District built a
shiny new, two-story elementary school
last year. The school rolled in on trucks.

First, NRB Modular Building
Specialists workers bolted and welded
together the structure at their 3-acre
plant in Ephrata. Then they took it apart
and sent it piece by piece to Millmont, a
Berks County suburb.

NRB Inc. has been doing a lot of
projects like that recently, despite the
stinko economy.

Or maybe because of it, say the
company’s general manager, Donald
F. Engle Jr., and sales manager, Bill
Brown.

They say modular construction cuts
months off a school building timetable
because you can proceed with the bricks
and mortar, so to speak, while someone
else pours the footer.

Time is money, of course.

Engle and Brown estimate that NRB
has saved plenty of both for clients
throughout the Northeast since it started
up at 440 Wenger Drive six years ago.
The company’s corporate parent is
30-year-old NRB Inc., Ontario, Canada.

Though NRB USA has built everything
from a Starbucks coffee shop in
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Brooklyn to a car rental office at the
airport in Baltimore, it’s specialized in
schools and prisons in recent years.

“We had a fantastic year” in 2008,
Engle said; the company reaped about
$10.5 million. Based on some pending
contracts, he added, a repeat performance
might be in the offing this year.

But NRB — and everyone else in the
business — still has a persistent image
problem.

“You say modular to somebody and
they think immediately of a trailer,”
Engle said.

Tom Hardiman, executive director
of the Modular Building Institute in
Charlottesville, Va., acknowledged that
“Trailer is a bad word in our industry.”

Not that the stereotype isn’t founded
on fact. Modular builders have cranked
out portable classrooms and construction
site offices for decades.

When it comes to permanent buildings,
though, Hardiman said, “Prefab never
got the quick start it did in the United
Kingdom and Japan” after World War II.

Modular buildings represent only about
1 percent of this country’s commercial
construction industry, according to
Hardiman.

Of the 120 MBI member companies
that manufacture buildings, he said, only
about a dozen do projects on the scale of
NRB.

Modular manufacturers are increasingly
entering the permanent building domain,
Hardiman added.

But recession has slammed the
industry, especially in the Southeast and
in Midwest factory belt towns, such as
Elkhart, Ind., Hardiman said.

“A lot of our guys are really struggling
right now.” The picture is brighter in the
well-diversified Mid-Atlantic.

NRB is part of that rosier spot,
according to Hardiman.

In six years, Engle said, the company
has grown from two employees to 19.

NRB’s fast turnaround time — 10 or 12
months to build a school, six for a prison
— has helped it draw business, Engle
said.

And, he added, the company is cost
competitive in places such as Boston
because its construction season is longer
and it pays local wage rates instead of
big-city dollars.

“Whatever the architect designs we can
modularize it,” Engle said. “Our buildings
are green by nature” because assembling
them in-house disrupts construction sites
less and allows NRB to buy raw materials
in bulk, among other efficiencies.

Modular structures last as long or
longer than site-built ones, according to
Engle.

The difference is, the 12-by-49-
foot modules come about 90 percent
complete, with ready-to-go electric and
plumbing, drywall, chalkboards — in the
case of schools — and escape-resistant
wall mesh, in the case of prisons. All
systems are tested before the building
leaves the NRB yard.

You know the things are well knit,
Engle said, because “We’ve got to get
these over the U.S. highway system.”

According to Hardiman, NRB products
are “among the best modular buildings in
the industry.”

Too, the company business plan
exemplifies the trend of collaborating
with architects and general contractors.

NRB teamed up with Lancaster’s
Wohlsen Construction Co. to build
what Engle calls his “pride and joy,” the
Millmont Elementary School.

Wohlsen launched the enterprise in
2007 by demolishing the original 1920s
school and reinforcing the sinkhole-
plagued site. Workers then installed an
underground parking garage with steel
structural beams to support the modular
units, and erected a new gymnasium and
“cafetorium.”

NRB assembled the 88 prehab units —
about 60 percent of the 100,000-square-
foot project — transported them and
stitched them to the cafetorium.

The pie-shaped building opened last
fall.

Millmont Elementary boasts vegetated
roof components that reduce runoff, a
brick facade to match the surrounding
1950s neighborhood architecture,
ceramic tiled corridor walls and gargoyles
from the former school.

“Nobody would ever know it was a
modular building,” said Brian Laub,
Wohlsen project manager.

The design worked well and likely
saved a couple of months, according to
Laub. He said he investigated two other
modular manufacturers, but liked that
NRB prebuilt and tested the school at its
plant.

In the end, said Bill Forrey, Wohlsen’s
vice president of project development,
that approach avoided errors and was
cheaper.

“It was a good project for us,” said
Forrey, who noted that Wohlsen and NRB
shared many of the same subcontractors.

Going modular boosted Wohlsen’s
versatility, according to Forrey and Laub;
the company will be open to such options
in the future.

On a recent Wednesday, welding
sparks showered and steel clanged on
steel as NRB workers put together a
13,000-square-foot school destined for
North Andover, Mass.

The company shipped an addition to a
women’s prison in Virginia on March 10.

“We’re already trying to gear up for
when the recession’s over,” Brown said.

The company will embark on another
school project in a few weeks, according
to Engle, who said the current plant can
handle $15 million of business a year.

“Our goal is to outgrow this facility,”
he said.

NRB’s general manager, Donald F.
Engle Jr., left, and sales manager, Bill
Brown, check on the progress of a
current project.



