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Strong Grades For New School Site

Soil Testing Shows No Special Requirements For Middle-High School

for a new middle-high school is solid.
During a project briefing, Town
Administrator Shawn ]. Brown said the
former Starlight Drive-In site — now multi-
use fields — just north of Gaudet Middle
School checked out.
The report was
the latest positive
news for the project,
which is expected to
go before voters at a
Nov. 7 special
election.
“Geotechnical
work has been
completed with the
first round of
borings,” Brown
said. “We’ve
identified the site is
suitable for a standard foundation. We're not
in a position where we need to pay for a
specialized foundation or unique systems or
anything that's out of the ordinary. We have a
very good site to build on. It’s good soil.”
Brown also said pending legislation
before the General Assembly to lower the
price tag for Middletown taxpayers on the

Soil and other testing shows the site
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$190 million effort and smoothing out the
impact of any bonds has been well received.

Toward that end, Brown met with
Speaker of the House K. Joseph Shekarchi, D-
Warwick, to discuss the legislation recently.

The town is expected to know the results
of its efforts with the six bills by the end of
June, work to raise
the reimbursements
from the Rhode
Island Department
of Education to 65
percent, a move that
could save the
community millions.
Conversations
continue with
Middletown Public
Works, the state
Department of
Transportation and
the Newport Water Division about the upper
Aquidneck Avenue project. Brown said the
goal is to have all the pipes and utilities in
place so the new road surface doesn’t need to
be torn up when the new school is built.

The 231,000-square-foot middle-high
school is designed so grades 6-8 and 9-12
would be separate and not occupy the same
spaces. For economy, they would both access
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places like the auditorium and gyms and
athletic fields, but at different times.

The latest plan is to repurpose Forest
Avenue School as a pre-kindergarten through
first grade early childhood learning center.
The former Middletown High School on
Valley Road would be transformed into a
grade two through five campus along with
administrative and maintenance offices.

“We'’ve started to test conceptual plans for
the (new school) building...” Brown said. “The
main thing is to make sure that not only it fits
on the property, but to make sure the middle
school and high school, there’s that
segregation between the buildings, that they
share space and they share common areas,
but are configured in a way that you have two
separate buildings.”

On a related front, Brown said the experts
designing the school and its educational
offerings are getting close to wrapping up
their assignments.
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improvements, security repairs and other
problems identified in a lengthy report. Visit
https://mdl.town/Report for more.

A subsequent study for the state
reaffirmed those findings, saying repairs to
Middletown High and Gaudet Middle School
would cost at least as much as replacement.
Check out that report at https://mdl.town/
FCI online.

In response, the School Building
Committee retained Colliers International as
project managers.

The DBVW and HMFH architectural firms
were also brought in to help design the best
school possible within the town’s budget.
Well regarded educational planning expert
Manuel Cordero was retained to assist with
the layout of the new building. His primary
focus is to make sure the design helped
promote and stimulate the curriculum and
educational plan, which remains the priority.
Throughout, town

The result, he said,
will be a world-class
school and
curriculum to match.

“We need to be
active with the
educational
information, once
that’s all available,”
Brown said.
“Residents can get
some assurance that
it’s not just an
investment in capital, but there’s an
educational component behind it that will
result in better performance and better
outcomes for our students.”

In November 2021, an independent
architectural report found $190 million in
work was needed to the district’'s four
schools before a ceiling or wall were opened.
That included asbestos abatement, air quality

and educational
officials have said
they’d prefer to do
all the schools at
once. But because
Middletown was in
line for a 52 percent
reimbursement from
the state
Department of
Education — not the
80.5 percent plus
available with
regionalization — redoing all the schools
remains out of reach.

For the latest information about the
project, visit https://mdl.town/NewSchool
online. The volunteer School Building
Committee is also providing regular updates
at https://mdl.town/BuildingCommittee
online.
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Upper Aquidneck Avenue Work Progressing

Project On Target For Fall Completion Date

he upper Aquidneck Avenue road,
I sidewalk and drainage project is on
target for a late September-early

October finish.

State Department of Transportation
(RIDOT) Acting Administrator of

Working through the winter created its
own set of issues, Fisette said.

“During the winter, (the project
contractor) put down as much cold patch as
they wanted,” Fisette said. “Cold patch is so

temporary. The freeze-thaw,

Project Management Lori
Fisette said the plan was to shift
to nighttime work this month
for paving and sidewalk
construction.

She said that would help
keep interruptions between
East Main Road and Green End
Avenue to a minimum for
businesses and the busy tourist
season.

During a recent briefing,
Fisette asked anyone with
questions or comments to
contact her at (401) 340-0246.

“We want to keep the project moving,
Fisette said. “We didn’t want to have a third
season of construction. We know (the town)
didn’t want us out there three years.”

After years of complaints about the
deteriorating road surface, poor drainage and
no sidewalks, the RIDOT held March 2022
groundbreaking for the $9 million project,
with Cardi Corp. named as the contractor.

Fisette said because of delays securing a
water pipe due to COVID-19 related supply
shortages, the fall 2023 finish date had been
at risk. But because changes approved by the
City of Newport Water Division and a mild
winter, things were now back on track.

“(Newport Water was) willing to
substitute a portion of the pipe, which
allowed us to start our work at the time we
were ready,” Fisette said. “Had they not been
willing to do that, we would have had to delay
the project probably for about a year”

especially the winter we had. It
was warm, then it was hot and
then cold, that (patch) comes
up in days. As fast as they were
putting it down and then back
in that area ripping it up, it was
impossible.”

Council President Paul M.
Rodrigues asked RIDOT to do
everything possible to make the
road passable.

“There’s always going to be
inconveniences and people
want things like this nowadays.
[ think we all get it, but you've
got to make it passable,” council Rodrigues
said. “That’s all we ask.”

Councilwoman M. Theresa Santos said it
was good the sidewalks were happening.
Gaudet Middle School and Gaudet Learning
Academy are at 1113 Aquidneck Ave.

“We see these young people walking
Aquidneck Avenue to go to school,” Santos
said. “They have their hoodies on, they're
looking at their cell phones. They’re not
paying attention to the road and that’s what
started me in 2017 trying to get the state to
put sidewalks in.”

Fisette said everyone has been trying to
minimize impacts from the work. She gets a
call Tuesday mornings from State Senator
Louis P. DiPalma looking for the latest.

“We’ve been sensitive to those things,
trying to coordinate with those entities to
make sure that they still can operate, that we
minimize the disruptions,” Fisette said.
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Middletown “Teacher Of The Year” Cathy Palkovic

Aquidneck School Third Grade Teacher Has Education In Her Blood

€ £ When you see that light bulb go off,

that they get something they didn’t

before and look at you like it was
magic, that’s what it’s all about.”

In a sentence, that’s why Cathy Palkovic is
an educator and loves every day in the
classroom.

Recently, the third grade teacher at
Aquidneck School was named the 2023
“Middletown Teacher Of The Year” an honor
bestowed by her peers from the National
Education Association Middletown union.

“We need good, caring
people to teach,” Palkovic
said during a break from her
lessons in her upstairs
classroom at the Reservoir
Road elementary school. “If
we have any hope, we need
high-quality teachers to help
create and grow that
foundation with the children
because they’re our future.”

Working for the past 28
years in elementary
education in Middletown,
Palkovic recently celebrated
her 31st anniversary with
her husband Matt. The
couple has two sons, Steven
and David.

Getting her start as a substitute teacher
with the district, Palkovic — pronounced Pal
Kah Vick — taught at Forest Avenue School
and the now closed Kennedy School before
coming to Aquidneck School 18 years ago.

The daughter of the late Paul and Patricia
Parsonage, both were well known faces in the
local school system and on the Middletown
School Committee, which helped steer her
towards a career in teaching.

“My mom was the dean at Gaudet Middle
School, so I saw that side of education and my
dad was a janitor at a number of our schools
and the head of maintenance when he
retired, so I guess you could say I've seen it
all,” Palkovic said, smiling. “Their influence
was definitely something I still feel to this
day.”

Watch her during the “Morning Meeting”
portion of her lesson and you can see
Palkovic connects with every one of her

pupils.

Serving as a warm up and positive opener
for the day, Palkovic interacts easily with her
approximately 25 students, who are seated
on the rugged floor, all eyes following the fun,
fast moving exercise.

Students naturally raise their hands when
asked about their thoughts on the classroom
“Quote of the Day” — “Don’t go through life,
grow through life.”

When one blurts out an answer excitedly,
Palkovic gently reminds everyone to raise
their hand to get called on.
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The lesson moves quickly to the next item
“Poll of the Day” without pause, where
students are asked which character they
prefer from “The Bad Guys” movie, Mr. Wolf
or Mr. Shark.

While most say they like Mr. Wolf because
he’s the boss of the “Bad Guys” squad,
Palkovic said she gravitates towards Mr.
Shark because he might be related to the
Aquidneck School mascot Sharkie.

The students and teacher then have a
pleasant discussion about the characters for
several minutes, with an engaged back and
forth that seems to
include every one of
her pupils. From
there, Palkovic
shifts gears to a
video about feelings
and how to cope
with a case of the
“Mehs” and move on
in a positive
manner.

At no point, does
Palkovic’s
instruction feel like
a boring old lecture,
but more of an all inclusive two-way chat,
mirroring the latest themes in education.

“I love what I do and I'm constantly
revising my lessons and fine tuning them,”
Palkovic said. “There’s always something new
to learn and just before the pandemic, I was
doing quite a bit to become a better math
teacher. Those lessons have helped me in the
classroom today and really get all my
students thinking in new and exciting ways.”

In a notice to the district about Palkovic,
Superintendent Rosemarie K. Kraeger
applauded her continued outstanding efforts.
She also said Palkovic is a tech coach and
works tirelessly on the district’'s mathematics
curriculum.

“In her application to the Middletown
Public Schools, Cathy stated ‘Each student is a
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unique individual who needs understanding
and guidance in order to reach their ultimate
potential”” Kraeger said. “Cathy also referred
to the critical role an educator has in
addressing social/emotional needs of
students for them to be successful. Cathy has
stayed true to those core beliefs as an
educator in Middletown.”

Asked about teaching in today’s world,
Palkovic thinks every educator in
Middletown could be selected as a “Teacher
of the Year” after emerging from COVID-19.

Facing increased demands, learning loss
and other obstacles

from the pandemic,
Palkovic knows how
much more she’s
working in her
classroom than ever
before, a message
mirrored by her
peers.

“I get it and why it’s
happening, but that
doesn’t change what
it is,” Palkovic said.
“The supports that
we used to have just
aren’t there anymore. Students are having a
tougher and tougher time after COVID, but
the three to four reading specialists we used
to have and other help is gone.”

Still, Palkovic said she and her fellow
Middletown teachers do everything possible
to hold the line and provide the best, most
well rounded education for their students, no
matter the needs.

“When | was named, it's an honor’
Palkovic said. “To know how much high
quality work happens across this district
everyday, it’s humbling. I'm not one to talk
about myself and to be put in the spotlight
like this, there are so many other teachers
who are deserving of this recognition.”
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Hiring Incentives Approved For Police
Goal Is To Make MPD More Competitive For Recruits

he Town of Middletown is getting
I more competitive with the hiring of
police officers.

Facing longer odds bringing in recruits —
or those looking to transfer from other
departments — the Town Council recently
approved new incentives intended to help
hire and retain officers.

The incentives include a $5,000 bonus to
recruits who successfully complete their one-
year probationary period. Those who
transfer from other departments —
commonly called “laterals” — can receive the
$5,000 bonus and be paid at a salary
commensurate with their years
of service.

Police Chief Anthony M.
Pesare said while
Middletown remains one of
the best departments — and
communities to work for —
it's tough to fill vacancies
when others are offering
bonuses and other perks.

“This is a nationwide
problem,” Pesare said. “Police
officers are resigning and
retiring in droves and so what’s
happened is there’s an inability
to recruit. At the present time,
being a police officer isn’t exactly
the No. 1 job people seek out.”

Town Administrator Shawn J. Brown said
after doing in depth research into the issue,
the bonuses were needed to help Middletown
Police remain competitive.

It makes a lot of sense,” Brown said. “It
makes us more competitive to recruit
someone to work for the Town of
Middletown.”

Council President Paul M. Rodrigues
agreed, saying it wasn’t just the Police

POLICE

Department seeing an uphill climb with new
hires.

“It's not just police departments, it's
everywhere,” Rodrigues said. “We’re starting
to see it in the schools as well, teachers and
principals, being poached by your neighbors.
That never happened before. It's different
times we’re living in but I think we have to
make Middletown competitive and the place
it wants to be.”

Councilman Christopher Logan said he
was concerned as well about keep the high-
quality officers Middletown already has.

While commending the current group of
officers, the town administrator

Brown said that was
something he and his staff
were already working on
and the subject of ongoing
discussions with the police
union leadership.
“I know recruitment is an
issue, but what about
retention?” Councilman
Christopher Logan asked. “I'm
a little concerned about
retention because other
agencies across the state are
offering bonuses and what have
you, what are we doing to retain
the police officers we really want
to retain?”

“We’re in an environment where police
officers are moving from department to
department with a lateral transfer and
they’re looking for better benefits, better
retirement, maybe a second retirement,”
Pesare said. “Right now, there are 18 police
departments in Rhode Island that are
recruiting police officers and lateral
transfers.”
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Piping Plovers Return
Beachgoers Asked To Be Aware To Protect Shorebirds

iping plovers are nesting at
PMiddletown’s beaches for another
season.

Recently, a U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
official announced two pairs nested at
Second Beach and another at Third Beach.

Based on the latest counts, the Fish &
Wildlife Service said there are close to 60
active nests across Rhode Island spanning
from Westerly to Block Island. The three
pairs in Middletown are the only documented
plover on Aquidneck Island.

“Piping plovers nest in Middletown
because the beaches have the habitat that
they rely on — coastal dune systems with
sandy or rocky beaches,” Fish & Wildlife
Service Plover Coordinator Maureen Durkin
said. “The fact that they keep coming back
means that they perceive the habitat as a
good spot to nest, and have been successful
enough that the population has sustained
itself and even increased up there.
Beachgoers will notice that the birds tend to
stick to the protected and quieter areas of the
town and refuge beaches, which shows that
they do need space and protection from
disturbance to successfully hatch eggs and
raise chicks.”

“We’re glad the plovers are back,”
Middletown Facility & Operations Manager

Will Cronin added. “It shows the steps we're
taking to make our beaches clean and
inviting are working.”

Largely hunted and pushed out of
existence in the last century, plovers have
made a stunning comeback in recent years
mostly as a result of the environmental
measures designed to protect them.

Until 2001, there hadn’t been a confirmed
sighting of a plover on Aquidneck Island for
more than 50 years. That's when plovers
were seen on the rocky southeastern section
of Second Beach bordering the Sachuest
Point National Wildlife Refuge overseen by
the Fish &

Wildlife Service.

Plovers have
returned to
Middletown
every year since
to varying levels
of success.
According to the
Fish & Wildlife
Service, one of
the two nests at
Second Beach has
failed, but those
plovers continue
to work to
reestablish another spot.

Because of the fragile nature of the birds
and their nests, beachgoers are reminded to
be aware of the presence of plovers.

This includes watching where you walk,
steering clear of signed and roped off areas
and leashing all dogs.

The protections help improve the chances
the plovers breed successfully and see their
numbers continue to grow across the region.

Fish & Wildlife data shows most of the
plover nests are in South County. The ones
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closest to Middletown are on Block Island
and the Quonset airbase in North Kingstown.

“Public cooperation is essential for the
piping plovers and least terns success on any
beach, but especially in a busy area like the
Middletown beaches,” Durkin said. “It's
extremely important for the public to stay out
of closed areas on the beach, only bring dogs
on the town portions of Second and Third
beaches during the designated hours —
before 7:45 am — and keep dogs on leash at
all times during these hours.

“The last point tends to be the most
difficult, as not everyone complies with leash
laws. Please remember that Rhode Island and
the Town of Middletown have leash laws, for
the safety of birds and people alike. Even if
your dog doesn't chase birds, they cannot tell
the difference between a dog and a coyote or
fox, and may abandon their nests or young if
frightened by a dog. Dogs also have a natural
instinct to chase, and this can cause serious
harm to these threatened species. If the
public sees off leash dogs on Second and
Third beaches, they should call Middletown
Police or the town’s Animal Control Officer”
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BEACH PARKING UPDATE

Parking Passes Needed For All Lots
Starting Saturday, May 27 From 8 AM-6 PM
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