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MARVELOUS

WHERE AM I
IN MIDDLETOWN?

MIDDLETOWN TODAY
Charting A New Future For Education
New School Buildings Needed To Move Middletown Forward

I

f you stop in at any one of
Middletown’s four schools, they look
pretty good.
T h ey ’ re c l e a n . T h ey ’ re we l l
maintained without broken windows or
doors, graf iti and other obvious signs of
neglect.
But below the surface, an ugly truth
lingers — at least $190 million in work is
required to address health
and safety concerns,
according to a recent
consultant report. And that
doesn’t include the need to
bring the 60-plus-year-old
buildings up to today’s
educational standards.
According to School
Department architects,
each school has tens of
millions of repairs to
everything from outdated
air handling systems and
leaky windows to removal of original
asbestos tiling, mold on walls and cramped
learning spaces among dozens of other ixes.
Because of a one-time deal offered by the
state Department of Education (RIDE),
Middletown is focused on replacing each of
its schools with new buildings. If questions

are approved in Middletown and Newport as
p a r t o f a re g i o n a l i z a t i o n i n i t i a t ive ,
Middletown is expected to build a middlehigh school on open property north of Gaudet
Middle School and a combined elementary
school as well as pre-kindergarten space at
the Valley Road site now home to Middletown
High.
While the total price of the bond plus
interest
is
projected at $405
m i l l i o n ,
Middletown
taxpayers will be
responsible for
covering
a
fraction (19.5
percent) of that
cost. Under the
“once in a
l i f e t i m e ”
incentives from
RIDE, local
taxpayers would pay about $79 million in
principal and interest — or less than 20
percent of the total cost.
Should any of the ballot questions for
regionalization fail on Election Day,
Middletown will be in a tough spot. That’s
because taxpayers will be on the hook for
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paying most of the price tag for the school
repairs.
School Building Committee Co-Chairmen
Ed Brady and Charlie Roberts said each
school has major problems and there are no
easy ixes.
At Middletown High, he said the heating
system is de icient and resulted in lost
educational days. At Gaudet, there was a
rupture of the water main, causing looding
in the school’s lower level, moisture
problems and replacement of the gymnasium
loor. Both Aquidneck and Forest Avenue
elementary schools have moisture problems,
elevator issues, substandard cafeterias and
other problems.
“The list of things to keep us up at night
are endless,” Brady said. “So much is needed
in each building, the work would carry over
into the school year and beyond, resulting in
great disruption to the educational process
and be extremely costly.
“The RIDE reimbursement will be zero, so
the cost of the repairs to Middletown
taxpayers would be very high and disruptive
and in the end, we would have a 1960s
Desoto, both as a building and educational
facilities.”
Roberts agreed, saying Middletown’s
students — and the community — deserve
better.
“All buildings in the Middletown Public
School District were built in the late 1950s or
1960s, it is clear that they have exceeded
their life expectancies,” Roberts said. “All of
them have signi icant mechanical, electrical
and plumbing issues, are working under
hundreds of grandfathered building code,
safety and ADA exemptions, and need to be
replaced or have signi icant improvements.
RIDE has been clear that ‘they do not want to
fund Band-Aid projects.’
“Right now we have students in
wheelchairs that cannot go into certain
classrooms because they are not ADA
compliant, and we have so called ‘elevators’

that scare these same students and again are
not ADA compliant. We also have hundreds of
other building code and ire safety violations,
that because they are grandfathered, do not
have to be ixed. We spend over $700,000 on
energy costs per year due to inef iciencies in
design, insulation and mechanical systems. If
you do not believe me, drive by one of our
schools in the winter, where you will
regularly see open windows because some
rooms are too hot, while other rooms are too
cold.”

Dead in the water
Until March, Middletown was dead in the
water.
Facing the $190 million plus in school
repairs and no way to pay for that work, town
and school of icials were unsure how to
progress.
Should Middletown continue on its
current “ ix what we have” course, even
though those “Band-Aids” might only extend
the useful life of the schools for another 10 or
20 years or opt for a different tact? This was
especially true since RIDE was less than
thrilled with Middletown’s initial “Band-Aid”
repairs, which they said that didn’t result in
meaningful educational improvements.
During a tour of all the schools by town
and educational of icials late last year, the
message was the same in each building — no
more so than Aquidneck School.
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As Principal Erika Bulk guided the group
between classrooms, the news kept getting
worse. Despite the school’s stellar reputation,
Bulk made it clear the building needed lots of
help.
At one point, she stopped in an upstairs
hallway to show where loor tiling was
cracked and the building was actually
separating. Consultants explained because
the school on Reservoir Road was the subject
of some many additions, the hodgepodge
design made the structure susceptible to
failure, inef iciencies and was dif icult to
repair.
Equally troubling was the ancient
elevator, which Bulk said was used to move
some students between loors. As the metal
gate was opened and people stared into the
cramped, rickety box, most said they had
absolutely no interest riding one light down.

If they had their way, the consultants said
Aquidneck School was in such tough shape, it
should be demolished because repairing it
was like spending good money after bad.
At Middletown High School, Town Council
President Paul M. Rodrigues and Councilman
Dennis Turano marveled at how so much of
the Valley Road building looked the same as
when they were students — in the late 1970s
and early 1980s.
Leading the tour, Principal Jeff Heath said
teachers do the best they can with what they

have. Unfortunately, too many of the
classrooms were designed for the “cells and
bells” model of education. That’s where the
teacher would stand at the front of the room
and lecture to students, who would sit
passively at desk and take notes.
Today’s educational experience is far
different, Heath explained. Whether science,
social studies or mathematics, he said
students are often engaged in “hands-on”
activities, usually working with a partner or a
group to solve a problem. The idea is to have
students do classroom work that mirrors
what they’ll encounter when they get out of
school, whether in college, the military or the
workforce.
Wherever possible, Heath said the school
has created lexible classrooms, where desks
could be in a large circle one period and
wheeled into a corner for the next. Assessing
the needs of the school, Heath estimated at
least a dozen more lexible classrooms were
necessary — and likely many more.
No matter where the group went on that
brisk morning, the message was the same —
the school buildings had passed their useful
life.
State extends a lifeline
Sometimes, a potential solution comes
out of nowhere.
To hear Town Administrator Shawn J.
Brown describe a meeting in February with
RIDE Chief Operating Of icer Mario Carre o,
that is exactly what happened.
Sitting together upstate with other local
leaders at the urging of Town Councilwoman
Barbara A. VonVillas, Brown said the idea for
regionalizing with Newport was loated to
provide a better education and save money.
“When (Carre o) said he couldn’t see any
reason why it wouldn’t work, we were
loored,” Brown said. “Before then, we were
at wits end. ‘How were we going to pay for all
these repairs?’ The answer was now right
before us and we felt like it was the
opportunity of a lifetime.”

ñ

f

f

f

f

f

f

f

ñ

f

3

f

f

OCTOBER 2022

VOLUME 3 EDITION 1

Knowing the amount of work ahead and
deadlines to get items on the Nov. 8 ballot,
that sparked a lurry of activity between
Newport, Middletown and state of icials.
Meetings were held almost daily to hammer
out everything from the enabling legislation
for regionalization to an educational
campaign for voters.
One of the selling points was Newport
and Middletown get an 80.5 percent
reimbursement from the state on all new
school construction. Alone, Middletown can
get a maximum reimbursement of 35
percent. And that’s if the state agrees to pay
for the work because previously it has said it
will no longer cover “Band-Aid” repairs.
Since details of the arrangement went
public, Brown said he’s been contacted by
of icials across the state about the NewportMiddletown regionalization proposal. A
number — including of icials from Newport
County — said
the way this
v e r s i o n
separates the
school and
i n a n c e
committees
adds an element
of fairness to the

process that was dif icult
to achieve previously.
For more information
about regionalization
and the bond, visit
h t t p s : / / m i d d l e tow n newport.us/ online.
There’s also details at
“Middletown Shares” at
https://mdl.town/
Shares online.
“We have to do
something different and
we cannot afford not to
take advantage of this
opportunity,” Brown
said.
“Without
regionalization, I don’t know how we’d afford
to pay for what we need and other school
districts are in exactly the same situation and
are wondering if it would work for them too.”
A new future
Since the Newport and Middletown
councils agreed to put regionalization on the
Election Day ballot over the summer, things
have been especially busy.
Highly regarded educational planner
Manuel Cordero was hired. The owners
program manager job was also rebid because
the scope of work expanded substantially,
with Colliers International selected for that
important role.
With of ices across the globe — including
Rhode Island — Colliers International brings
dozens of experts to the table with
experience working with the school
departments in Pawtucket and Smith ield to
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the Rhode Island School of Design and
countless others.
The town is also working on hiring an
architect to design the new schools as well as
a construction manager to oversee the dayto-day work.
Under preliminary concepts, the new
middle-high school will be situated next to
the existing Gaudet Middle School on what
are now multi-use ields. The new combined
elementary school and early childhood prekindergarten space is slated for part of the
area now occupied by the high school.
The way the project is envisioned,
students will remain in the existing schools
so their education is not impacted by the
construction work and temporary classroom
trailers won’t be required.
Construction on the combined high
school-middle school would come irst, with
students staying in the existing buildings
until work wrapped up there.
According to preliminary designs,
students in grades six through eight would go
to classes in one part of the new building
completely separate from the high school
grades nine through 12. Initial planning
showed the building would share a 500-600
seat auditorium, a cafeteria and library media
center. Importantly, middle and high school
students would not use those spaces
together.
Then, construction would begin at the
Valley Road campus for the new elementary
school, with the Aquidneck and Forest
Avenue schools staying in service until they
were no longer needed.
Eventually, both Aquidneck and Forest
Avenue elementary schools would close after
the new combined elementary school was
complete.
Each of the new schools would feature
open, airy designs that emphasized lexible,
inviting learning spaces. They would also
include the latest environmental and security
features to make sure they’re safe, more

ef icient and healthier than what’s currently
in place.
RIDE requirements mandate work on the
new schools must be done no later than
December 2028.

Paving Work Planned
Beach Parking Lot, Several
Roads Getting Redone

T

he Town Council approved a
contract to do signi icant paving.
According to paperwork recently,
East Coast Landscaping & Construction of
Portsmouth was the low bidder of four
submissions for a collection of work,
including repaving the Second Beach parking
lot.
Also part of the upcoming package
include paving of Harold Lane, Peckham
Lane, Gunning Court and the entrances to the
Four Corners Cemetery as well as ixes to
parts of Green End Avenue, Rego Road,
Orchard Avenue and Newport Avenue and
sewer and drainage repairs.
The work in the beach parking lot is
expected to be done before next Memorial
Day. An initial binder coat of pavement will
be put down on all the other roads by next
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spring, with a inal pavement down before
Aug. 31, 2023.
“We try to stay on top of infrastructure
needs across the community,” Public Works
Director Robert Hanley said. “This paving,
drainage and sewer work is all part of that
evolving process.”
Historically, Middletown has placed quite
a bit of emphasis on ixing and upgrading its
existing roads.
Every year, the council tries to set aside
about $1 million in funding in the annual
municipal budget to pay for that work. That
way, the town can upgrade its existing
infrastructure without having to go out to
bond every year.
Previously, East Coast has done a number
of projects across the town. Among those
include replacing JH Dwyer Drive; sewer,
drainage and road work on Miantonomi
Ave n u e a n d i n t h e S l a te H i l l Fa r m
neighborhood; installing solar lighting at
Second Beach and the Sachuest Beach Family
Campground, among a number of others.

“Making Middletown
Marvelous”
Marion Welch

E

very morning during the school
year, students, staff and parents at
Gaudet Middle School and
Aquidneck Elementary School are greeted
with a smile.
That’s because Marion Welch is out
directing traf ic at both schools and making
sure children can get into both buildings
safely.
Starting as a volunteer at Aquidneck
School close to 35 years ago helping then
Principal Joe Ruggiero, Welch said she loves
everything about her work. Her day starts at
Gaudet and then she drives down to
Aquidneck to help out too.
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For her kind spirit, devotion to the
community and its children, Welch is this
week’s nominee for “Making Middletown
Marvelous."
“It’s one of those jobs where people say
‘Thank you!’ all the time,” Welch said. “That
makes you feel good. To know you’re helping
out and keeping people safe.”
Welch might be a familiar face to others as
a longtime delivery person of “The Newport
Daily News” and “Providence Journal”
newspapers. Today, she doesn’t deliver
papers anymore, but helps seniors stay
active, whether it’s grocery shopping, chores
and other activities.
A proud Middletown High School
graduate with the Class of 1974, Welch said
she enjoys living in the town she grew up.
It’s also rewarding to see so many
students everyday and become part of their
lives, if only in a small way.
Welch said she gets to know some of the
families as they bring their kids to school,
memorizing names and the license plates of
the vehicles they drive.
“I feel what I do
really makes a
d i f f e r e n c e ,”
We l c h s a i d .
“Even if it’s to
get a student to
smile as they’re
coming in.
That’s what it’s
all about.”
Asked for her
advice about
how best to
drive through a
school zone,
Welch was
direct.
“I tell people all the time to pay attention
to what they’re doing and where they’re
going,” Welch said. “Some aren’t as focused on
the road as they need to be. When you’re
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driving through a school zone, slow down
and watch out for the kids.”
To suggest a “Making Middletown
Marvelous” nominee, visit https://mdl.town/
Marvelous online and submit a form and
photo and the town will take care of the rest.

“Where Am I?”

U

nique architectural elements
are abound across Middletown.
Whether they’re in myriad of
private residences or public
buildings like Middletown Town Hall, the
community is rich with diverse, beautiful
structures.
The oft overlooked large
stone semicircle supporting
the railroad tracks on the
west side of town along
Burma Road south of the
intersection with Greene
Lane is no different.
Typically, the location is
not quite as visible at this
time of year. Recently, Naval
Station Newport had parts
of the stretch along Narragansett Bay cleared
of brush and undergrowth.
The result was many spots that were
overgrown are now are more open and
visible from passing cars and bicycles.
Previously, a Navy spokesman said the goal of
that work was to improve the views and
vistas to the bay.
Town Engineer Warren Hall said he didn’t
know how old the stone masonry arch bridge
was, but it was likely built by workers
connected to the railroad tracks there.
At one time during the later 1800s, the
rail line was one of the main means of getting
from point A to point B across the region.
The piece “History Of The Newport Line”
by Donald M. O’Hanley and George L. Kenson
said a 50-foot-wide right-of-way from the
Massachusetts state line to Newport was

offered to the Old Colony Railroad to link
Aquidneck Island with the wider rapidly
expanding rail system.
The two authors wrote that offer to Old
Colony proved to be too enticing to turn
down. In 1862, they said the Fall River rail
wa s ex te n d e d to wa rd N e w p o r t a n d
construction went well at irst. But when
workers tried to build a span over the
Sakonnet River, that undertaking was
plagued with problems due to tidal currents.
Yet, after stone was used for a bridge base
instead of dirt, work again picked back up. So
much so that a passenger train ran to Stone
Bridge Village in Tiverton in November 1863.
Regularly scheduled passenger service began
in February 1864, including
direct rail service to Boston.
O’Hanley and Kenson wrote
the rail line hit its peak in
the summers of 1912 and
1913, when 24 trains
arrived and departed a day.
Unfortunately, that success
was relatively short- lived
and after World War I, they
wrote the number of
passenger trips declined
steadily.
By the early 1930s, they wrote the new
private automobile cut into the number daily
trips and by mid-1937, one train served
Newport a day. In early 1938, the last
passenger train ran to Newport from Boston
without any big sendoff.
However, rail freight service to Newport
continued every day until the interstate
highway network in the 1960s cut into the
number of trips, reducing that number to triweekly then once a week.
Eventually, the line was abandoned and
the state of Rhode Island bought the rights to
the line. Today, it isn’t used much other than
the Newport Dinner Train and Rail Explorers
experience, both providing guests a view of
Aquidneck Island from a unique perspective.
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