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WESTERLY - The School Committee wants more information from the district's educational planner and 

possibly more input from residents before it considers a final model for the elementary school redesign. 

With various choices already in front of them, committee members on Wednesday night voted to have the 

planner, Frank Locker, examine another: a new building for between 350 and 400 students on the State Street 

Elementary site. 

"The scenario would include minor upgrades to Springbrook and Dunn's Corners," committee member Gina 

Fuller said. "We would get a brand new school wired for the 21st century." 

Locker, whom the district hired earlier this year to help guide the process, was not in attendance Wednesday. 

"There is no done deal yet," Superintendent Roy Seitsinger Jr. said. "There isn't supposed to be a done deal yet. 

We can definitely explore new options, and I know Dr. Locker is still open to creating new scenarios." 

The committee has several options to weigh, including expanding Dunn's Corners and Springbrook schools, 

renovating Bradford School and razing the State Street School building. Locker, who heads a Massachusetts-

based planning firm, said earlier this week that construction of a single, large elementary school that would 

serve all of Westerly's students - about 1,200 - on the State Street site had been explored, and it was concluded 

that the building would be too large for that particular site. 

Fuller wants Locker to explore the idea of a new building that would only serve the current population of State 

Street and develop a long-range plan for upgrades to Dunn's Corners and Springbrook. 

"That option has not been explored," she said. 

A handful of State Street parents attended the meeting, held in the library media center at Westerly Middle 

School, and applauded Fuller's recommendation. 

"Maybe there's a scenario that hasn't really dawned on us yet," Chairman David Patten said. "It may be the 

scenario that Mrs. Fuller has proposed. We need to come up with what is best for the entire community." 

Throughout various workshops and discussions held with residents and educators, the favored scenarios do not 

include a new structure but rather expansion of both Dunn's Corners and Springbrook and renovations to 

Bradford School that would range in cost between $35 million and $48 million. 

In one scenario, Dunn's Corners and Springbrook would hold students in kindergarten through Grade 4, 

Bradford would hold all of the district's pre-K students, and State Street would be phased out. On Wednesday, 

Seitsinger told the committee that new information coming out on the state's new School Building Authority 

will affect the discussions. 

Seitsinger and other district officials met with Rhode Island Department of Education officials Tuesday about 

the authority, which Gov. Gina Raimondo established to oversee an assessment of the physical state of Rhode 

Island's 300 public schools and fund school-improvement projects. "Part of our school design has to be green - 

the environmental impact," Seitsinger said. "We have to consider the use of land around the schools. There's 

new information we will have to look at." Also, he said, there is a new emphasis on a school building's capacity. 

The district will have to validate to the state that "we're being efficient with the use of our current elementary 

school building capacity." 

"We're fully engaged, and we have to stay diligent," Seitsinger said. "Our goal is to pick the final model 

because so much planning is around that. In the next meeting or two we should have that model set." 

Westerly is slated to make a presentation to the state Elementary and Secondary Education Committee in May 

2016. Patten said once the timeline is reassessed, the committee will see if another open forum for residents can 

be scheduled. 

"We need to be holding another open community forum," Fuller said. "I'm very concerned with how this 

process has played out. We haven't gotten the participation. We need honest community input." 

Much of the meeting took place against the backdrop of considerable animosity between Fuller and the others 

based on a brief discussion of hiring practices and Fuller's charges of nepotism. Personal attacks flew between 

Fuller and Jim Murano, coloring a good deal of the discussion for the remainder of the night. 
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WESTERLY - Although the district is on the right path, Superintendent Roy Seitsinger Jr. said, "more and 

deeper discussion" is needed before a model is completed for school redesign. 

"New data is coming in as we deepen our understanding of the new School Building Authority criteria," he said 

of Gov. Gina Raimondo's initiative to assess the physical state of Rhode Island's 300 public schools and fund 

school improvement projects. 

Seitsinger and district officials met with representatives of the School Building Authority on Tuesday afternoon. 

"We have confirmed the steps necessary to interject our previous and current work into the new process so that 

we do not lose momentum," Seitsinger said. The School Committee meets tonight at 6 in the Library Media 

Center at Westerly Middle School and will discuss the redesign that focuses on the town's elementary schools. 

Chairman David Patten said members are close to making a decision, maybe as soon as tonight. 

"I would say certainly within the month if not this week," Patten said. 

The committee has several options to weigh that include expanding Dunn's Corners and Springbrook schools 

and renovating Bradford School. Other options look at building a new elementary school, adding universal pre-

K and reconfiguring grades. 

Nothing is cinched, and the opportunity remains for committee members to meld an option from the multiple 

choices they have in front of them, but the general consensus, Seitsinger said, is heading toward renovating and 

expanding the district's existing elementary school buildings rather than building a new one. 

It's the same conclusion members of the School Redesign Advisory Committee came to in their 2014 study of 

all of the district's buildings. 

"That study held a basic value to maintain the investment the district has made in existing buildings that have 

good infrastructure, good 'bones' for continued use," said Frank Locker of Frank Locker Educational Planning, a 

Massachusetts consulting firm. Westerly brought Locker on board earlier this year. 

"That value makes it hard to jump to new construction when existing/renovations will do an adequate job. The 

educators conceived of ways of adapting existing buildings to better serve 21st century educational deliveries," 

Locker reported. 

All of the scenarios in front of the School Committee call for State Street Elementary to be phased out. The 

School Redesign Advisory Committee said the building was beyond repair, and during an educator workshop 

held on July 13, participants said its "electrical was at capacity." 

"Each of my kids will have gone to State Street School for five years. This puts us as a family in the school a 

total of seven years," parent Laura Ross said. "The school has been well past its prime for many years. The cost 

to bring the school up to the needs of present day and the future is cost prohibitive. 

"I agree with the School Redesign Committee that State Street School should be razed." 

Throughout various workshops and discussions held with residents and educators, the favored scenario is this: 

All pre-K students would go to Bradford School, which could be renovated; Dunn's Corners and Springbrook 

elementary schools would be expanded to hold all of the town's kindergarten through Grade 4 students; the 

middle school and Westerly High School would remain as they are. 

Other scenarios include reconfiguring grades, which would mean rearranging grades at the middle and high 

schools. 

Yet another scenario would include a district program for 2-year-olds. 

"This was part of the brainstorming discussion around what other options might be available for school 

buildings," Seitsinger said of the plan to incorporate 2-yearolds. "Nothing has been firmed up as yet. The 

emphasis was on finding viable alternatives for buildings and grounds across the district." 

Getting this far 

After the School Redesign Advisory Committee presented its report last fall and the Rhode Island Department 

of Education awarded the district approval of Phase I in December 2014, the district hired Locker to "guide our 

work," Seitsinger said. 



"Dr. Locker and his team developed a timeline that has as its end date a presentation to the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Committee in December 2015 in the hope of gaining Phase II approval," Seitsinger said. 

"This remains our plan." 

However, because of the School Building Authority, the district's presentation to the state committee has been 

moved to the spring. 

If the district keeps to its original plan, it has to narrow the design selection to one model and hire architects and 

engineers to create the first set of project drawings and detailed requirements by December. 

Existing or new build 

New construction of a single elementary school that would serve all of Westerly's students - about 1,200 - has 

been explored. 

"It was the most expensive scenario," Locker said. "We developed a site plan on the State Street site and 

concluded it was too large to be practical. A building of that size will need more site, perhaps 50 to 100 percent 

more. No other sites large enough in central locations were identified. 

Locker added: "Even if the budget was not a problem, the lack of site feasibility is." 

Officials estimate that construction of one single, large elementary school would cost more than $77 million. 

The main scenarios the School Committee is considering, which include renovating Bradford School and 

expanding Dunn's Corners and Springbrook, would range in cost from about $35 million to $48 million. 

"These are just preliminary planning numbers," Seitsinger said, "but are informed by Dr. Locker's extensive 

experience and recent building costs of similar projects." 

But some parents, including Gina Fuller, who also serves on the School Committee, want officials to explore 

the option of building a new elementary school to serve the population of State Street. 

"The option of building a new building for the current population of State Street and developing a long range 

plan for upgrades to Dunn's and Springbrook has not been considered," Fuller said. "I do not understand how 

extensive upgrades to three old buildings, which result in schools that still do not meet standards, is a better 

option than a new school for 400 students built for 21st century learning. 

"It alarms me that State Street parents seem unaware of the proposal and that the taxpayers are not paying 

attention." 

If the committee should vote on renovating and expanding Dunn's Corners and Springbrook for students grades 

K through four, each school would likely hold up to 500 students. 

"Most elementary schools in the 500-plus student range offer good economies of scale and effective deliveries," 

Locker said. "In my mind the only thing they do not offer is the guaranteed equity that comes from all kids at 

each grade level in Westerly having a common experience." 
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WESTERLY - Taking taxpayers' pockets into account, Anthony Hewes believes the district can fix its aging 

buildings, particularly its elementary schools, without constructing a new building. Hewes, a resident and parent 

of a daughter who attends the Westerly Public Schools, participated in a school redesign process meeting 

Tuesday night and endorsed one of four scenarios presented to the small group of community members. 

Hewes opted for a scenario that would see Bradford Elementary house all of the district's preschool students; 

Dunn's Corners and Springbrook schools receive additions to their buildings and then house kindergarten 

through Grade 4; and Westerly Middle School keep Grades 5 through 8. 

"I like it, and I think it works," Hewes said. "But I would like to hear what the teachers and the higher-ups have 

to say. You would have to do some major work to both Dunn's Corners and Springbrook." 

The district scheduled the meeting to seek input from the community on its school redesign as it moves forward 

in developing a final model to present to the state in the spring. 

School Committee members will discuss Tuesday's input at their meeting at 7 tonight at Town Hall. The 

committee is expected to decide on a model this fall - whether it's one of the four scenarios residents scrutinized 

Tuesday or a hybrid from existing information. 

"The purpose of the meeting Tuesday was to give additional input based on the consultant's perspective of what 

we should do next and how we should choose the final model," Superintendent Roy Seitsinger Jr. said. "We're 

building on the work the School Redesign Advisory Committee has already done." 

Last spring, the district hired facilities planner Frank Locker to review, confirm and possibly make alternate 

recommendations to what the School Redesign Advisory Committee presented nearly a year ago. 

Locker specializes in educational planning and regularly leads school districts in exploring school building 

numbers and sizes, grade groupings, attendance areas, and facilities costs. 

"We want you to share thoughts," Locker told the group Tuesday, "and come to some 'ah ha' moments.'" Within 

the four planning scenarios discussed, all phased out State Street Elementary and none included a new building. 

Two of the four plans called for reconfiguring grades by putting Grade 3 to Grade 6 students at Westerly 

Middle and moving Grade 7 and Grade 8 to the Ward and Babcock buildings at Westerly High School. 

Yet another scenario included not using the Bradford school building. 

"There are different mixes and matches," Locker said. "A new building would be the most expensive option. It's 

a tough issue." 

Jennifer Parker, a parent of three who attend school in the district, opted for the same scenario as Hewes, if 

those four plans were the only ones they had to choose from. 

"I like the cohesiveness," she said. "You would have all of the pre-K in one building to keep them together. I 

like the K through 4 configuration. It really builds a community for those students for five years." 

If the School Committee should land on a plan that would take the four-building elementary configuration down 

to two buildings, it means that Dunn's Corners and Springbrook would each house 450 to 500 students. 

Both buildings would be renovated and expanded. 

"It's all about the teachers in the building, the people," said Christina Amanti, who used to teach at State Street 

but now works at the middle school. "When I first went to the middle school I thought it was so huge, but 

because of the people in the building, you really feel that sense of a small community" The state last winter 

gave the district preliminary approval to move forward in the application process that is required if it wants to 

fix its school buildings. At that time, the Westerly Public Schools had a maximum of one year to complete 

Stage II of the Necessity of School Construction application, a prerequisite for the Rhode Island Board of 

Education to approve a building project. 

The advisory committee, a group charged with coming up with recommendations for Westerly's elementary 

schools, worked for months to complete the first part of the application process. Its report was based on months 

of research, enrollment predictions and key town documents. 



The advisory group scrutinized all of Westerly's public school buildings and held 14 public meetings that 

included middle school and high school students, among others. In its report, the advisory committee contended 

that the State Street and Tower Street School Community Center buildings were not "suitable for renovation" 

and should not be a part of the district's future. 

Dunn's Corners and Springbrook Elementary schools should be renovated and expanded, while the Bradford 

School facility "is worthwhile to keep in the district," the report said. 

"We need to do something with these buildings," resident Bill Aiello, who attended Tuesday's meeting, said. "I 

don't think any of these four scenarios are ideal. Moving forward, I would like to see more community 

involvement." 
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WESTERLY - The district is continuing to seek input from the community on its school redesign during 

development of a final model of what to do with its buildings, particularly the aging elementary schools. 

A public forum is scheduled for Tuesday in the Westerly High School Library Media Center a week after Gov. 

Gina M. Raimondo lifted the four-year moratorium on school construction. She also announced the creation of a 

new $20 million capital fund for repairs and improvements to Rhode Island schools. 

Superintendent Roy Seitsinger Jr. said the most significant change Westerly will experience because of 

Raimondo's School Building Authority announcement is timing. 

The state last winter gave the district preliminary approval to move forward in the application process that is 

required if it wants to fix its school buildings. At that time, Westerly Public Schools had a maximum of one 

year to complete Stage II of the Necessity of School Construction application, a prerequisite for the Rhode 

Island Board of Education to approve a building project. 

"Instead of going before the Elementary and Secondary Committee in December," Seitsinger said, "we will now 

be expected to present in the spring. We will still pursue the general timeline we have already set for the 

district." 

Seitsinger added that "we have a facilities planner working with us right now, Dr. Frank Locker." 

Locker, of Frank Locker Educational Planning, specializes in leading clients in exploring the number and size 

of their school buildings, grade groupings, attendance areas and facilities costs. Locker led a visioning 

workshop for the School Committee in 2011 and is a frequent speaker on 21st-century school planning issues at 

educational planning conferences across the country and internationally. 

Raimondo on Tuesday launched the School Building Authority, a component of her jobs plan, which will 

oversee an assessment of the physical state of Rhode Island's 300 public schools. 

Tower Street School Community Center summer students were invited by the Rhode Island Environmental 

Education Authority to participate in the event. 

"In addition to personally meeting with Gov. Raimondo, students engaged in activities focused on placebased 

education in the built environment," Joan Serra, the director at Tower Street, said. "We were pleased to be part 

of the exciting work happening in the state to revitalize learning environments to meet the demands of the 

future." 

Raimondo said the School Building Authority will expedite repairs for projects that demonstrate immediate 

need. The $20 million capital fund is available to districts on a "pay-as-you-go" basis, and now districts will be 

invited to apply for new approvals on an annual basis. 

The capital fund also includes $5 million designated for low-cost projects - those that cost less than $300,000 - 

that are ready to go pending funding. 

"It is great that the state and the governor are committed to improving our public school facilities," Seitsinger 

said. "The creation of the authority elevates the commitment and identifies initial funds of $20 million to 

address priorities." 

In Rhode Island, the average age of a school building is 58 years. In Westerly, the four elementary schools 

range from nearly 20 years old to 90 years old. 

Bradford Elementary School was built in 1925 and remodeled in 1987. The newest building is Springbrook 

Elementary, which was built in 1995. 

According to a national survey released in 2014, more than half of the nation's public schools need to be 

repaired, renovated or modernized. Getting these schools in good condition would cost about $197 billion, 

according to the National Center for Education Statistics. 

"We know our kids can't learn in crumbling school buildings and that they must have access to a learning 

environment that inspires them to do their best," Raimondo said. "Today, we are hitting our school building 

challenges head on. With this plan, kids and teachers will get better schools and our construction crews will get 

back to work." 



Major task is ahead for Westerly school redesign group ANNA MARIA LEMOINE 
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Sun Staff Writer WESTERLY - Preliminary discussions have begun on the formation of a committee that will 

assess the Westerly School District's elementary schools. Starting an elementary school redesign committee is 

the second part of the two-part decision that School Committee members made in December to keep Bradford 

Elementary School open. Details will be discussed at a School Committee meeting in March. Committee 

Chairman David Patten said that the discussion will include the scope of work the committee will be expected 

to do, and its organizational format: whether it should be a subcommittee of the School Committee or a special 

task force. Either way, the formation of the committee will mark the beginning of improving the town's 

elementary school facilities to make them more efficient and effective for students, school officials said. "We're 

going to go into detail the work that has to be done," Patten said. "This committee will be very involved. We'll 

probably have to have paid consultants to help out. "This isn't going to be about what color the walls should be 

painted at Dunn's Corners School, this is a whole other level of effort and it's longer term. We want to make 

sure what the committee will do is very clear." The state of Westerly's four elementary schools has taken center 

stage as of late, mainly because of heating problems last month at State Street Elementary, and, more recently, a 

leak in its roof. Principal Audrey Faubert said that the roof is no longer leaking, and that the issue will be 

addressed this week during winter break by the contractor that installed the roof, which is still under warranty. 

"It's from snow-ice, not a pipe," Faubert said. "There are many gutters that have frozen solid, some preventing 

proper flow. We need a thaw to address them," she said. During the School Committee's meeting last week, 

Superintendent Roy Seitsinger Jr. confirmed that the district was following up on the hallway leak. He also said 

officials are pricing replacement doors and windows for State Street Elementary because "that's our next step" 

in dealing with the problem of insufficient heat in some classrooms. Patten said elementary school design 

committee involvement and work will take place across "months and years." "There won't be a bond going to 

voters (for) two years," he said. "This will be major work and a big, big deal." alemoine@thewesterlysun. com 

Starting an elementary school redesign committee is the second part of the two-part decision that Westerly 

School Committee members made in December to keep Bradford Elementary School open. Details will be 

discussed at a School Committee meeting in March. | (Sun File Photo) Caption: The state of Westerly's four 

elementary schools has taken center stage recently, mainly because of heating problems and a leaky roof at 

State Street Elementary. | (Jill Connor / The Westerly Sun) 

 

 

Westerly looking for creativity from school redesign advisers Published: March 8, 

2014 | Last Modified: March 8, 2014 10:05PM By ANNA MARIA LEMOINE Sun Staff Writer WESTERLY 

— Mike Sullivan has a son who attends Bradford Elementary School, and he and his family have lived in 

Westerly for almost 10 years. Sullivan works in information technology for FM Global in Johnston and has 

never worked in a school or for a school district. Still, he said, he’s ready for what he calls a unique opportunity: 

Sullivan is on the newly commissioned elementary school redesign advisory committee. He and others have 

been asked to study Westerly’s schools and devise a plan, in particular, for its four aging elementary schools. 

“It’s going to be a lot of work, but I’m excited to work and help design a vision for the future,” Sullivan said. 

“There’s no doubt, we’ll get there.” This past week, School Committee members unanimously supported 

Superintendent Roy Seitsinger Jr.’s recommendation for the advisory committee and made clear that the process 

needs to include the town’s middle and high schools and the Tower Street Community Center. “We need to 

assess what we already have and how do we manage it better,” Seitsinger said. Sullivan said an evaluation of all 

of the district’s schools is one of the fundamental parts of what the advisory committee should do. “I’ve never 

been to State Street Elementary,” he said. “I want to see it, look around and take inventory of what we have. I 

would think my peers and other parents would want the same thing. We can’t just assume we need to build new 

schools.” The advisory committee is made up of a mix of volunteer parents, residents, representatives from 

Westerly Pubic Schools, Seitsinger, who will serve as ex officio, and even a superintendent of an out-of-state 

district who resides in Westerly. Besides assessing and then making recommendations to the School Committee 

about options for going forward with an elementary school redesign process — the School Committee will have 

final say — the advisory committee will also have the daunting task of helping make Westerly’s case for any 



building project to the state. With financial assistance for school building projects frozen in Rhode Island, a 

backlog of $600 million worth of projects waiting for the freeze to be lifted, and an initial round of available 

money rumored to be around $50 million, Seitsinger said “action needs to be taken now.” “I’m worried about 

the town being eligible right away,” said Seitsinger, amid speculation that a bond referendum asking voters to 

borrow money to remodel the schools or build a new one is certain to happen in two or three years. “The 

process is going to be very competitive,” he said, referring to all the state projects awaiting approval. In Rhode 

Island, the average age of a school building is 58 years. In Westerly, the four elementary schools range from 

nearly 20 years old to 89 years old. Bradford Elementary School was built in 1925 and remodeled in 1987. The 

newest building is Springbrook Elementary, which was built in 1995. According to a national survey released 

on Thursday, more than half the nation’s public schools need to be repaired, renovated or modernized. Getting 

these schools in good condition would cost about $197 billion, the National Center for Education Statistics said. 

That’s $4.5 million per school, on average. 

“I’ve got a building project I’m pushing myself, so I think I can be of some help on this committee,” said Peter 

Nero, superintendent of the North Stonington Public Schools. Nero is pushing for a multimillion upgrade to his 

district’s Wheeler Middle School and High School. Nero has lived in Westerly for a little more than a year. He 

spent the bulk of his career, some 36 years, in Cranston, moving up from teacher to superintendent. “I said 

when I moved to this area I was going to be getting involved,” Nero said. “Building projects always need to be 

vetted out, no matter how big. I have a lot of experience. I’m going to be there to listen.” Seitsinger said the 

state process will emphasize safety, security and environmentally green buildings. He and the members of the 

School Committee are looking for creativity from the advisory group, and for answers to the question: “Have 

we missed something?” “I would like to hear all,” said School Committee member Mary Raftery. “I like 

outrageous.” The advisory committee will report regularly to the School Committee, and Seitsinger has set Sept. 

15, 2014, as the date when the group should have its information for the state completed. The committee’s first 

meeting has not been set. “I’m so excited, [we] should take off work tomorrow and get started,” parent and 

advisory committee member Jennifer Brinton told the School Committee on Wednesday. “I do appreciate the 

idea of being completely creative. Thinking outside of the box is so refreshing. “We are tasked with a lot in a 

short time; however, I’m looking forward to learning more and contributing.” alemoine@thewesterlysun.com 

 

Westerly schools redesign panel tries to hone focus Published: April 25, 2014 | Last 

Modified: April 27, 2014 10:30PM By ANNA MARIA LEMOINE Sun Staff Writer WESTERLY — Traffic 

patterns and drop-off points, technology and building efficiencies are areas the School Committee has asked the 

School Redesign Advisory Committee to explore, among others, over the next few months. The advisory 

committee has met since late March and begun researching and collecting data. Members have toured some of 

the district’s buildings and are scheduled for more tours in May. The committee is charged with studying 

Westerly’s schools and devising a plan for its four aging elementary schools, although its process includes 

looking at the middle and high schools and Tower Street Community Center as well. During a presentation to 

the School Committee last week, advisory committee chairwoman Jennifer Britton said her committee is 

looking at what exists and what is optimal for Westerly’s public schools. Britton told the School Committee, 

which the advisory committee will report to regularly: “We want to hear from you. What would you like to see 

presented?” “We would like to have options — interesting and exciting options,” School Committee Member 

Mary Raftery said. “This is about educational innovation, not about a building front.” School Committee 

member Gina Fuller said “outside space” and technology are subjects she wants to see addressed. Fuller said 

“outside space” includes traffic flow and morning drop-offs at the four elementary schools, which “is an issue.” 

She also wants the advisory committee to think about outdoor play-based learning. As far as technology, Fuller 

said she wants “a list of major issues at each building that need to be addressed.” School Committee Member 

Mario Celico echoed Fuller’s concerns about traffic in and out of the town’s schools. “The safety of students in 

reference to traffic patterns at the schools — it’s a very poor design,” he said. “I would like input on how we 

might look to change that.” James Murano Jr. wants the advisory committee to look at the efficiency of the 

district’s buildings. He said he wants to know what is the best way to utilize each building. “Maybe we go from 

eight buildings to four, maybe we go from eight to five,” Murano said. “Maybe we go from eight to nine. I 

don’t know.” The advisory committee, which includes a mix of volunteer parents, residents and representatives 



from the school system, plans on taking field trips to schools around the state and in Connecticut to see what 

other towns and districts have done. “What do we see out there that works in similar communities,” School 

Committee member Diane Bowdy said, “or maybe not similar communities?” Besides assessing and then 

making recommendations to the School Committee about options for going forward with an elementary school 

redesign process — the School Committee will have final say — the advisory committee also will help make 

Westerly’s case to the state for any building project. The advisory committee meets twice a month, and 

Superintendent Roy Seitsinger Jr. has set Sept. 15 as the date when the group should have its information for the 

state completed. The School Redesign Advisory Committee’s next meeting is Thursday, from 6 p.m. to 8 p.m. 

The committee is scheduled to meet in Babcock Hall Conference Room 104. alemoine@thewesterlysun.com 

 

Future is now for school district Published: April 27, 2014 | Last Modified: April 27, 2014 

01:00AM From traffic patterns to technology, it appears that everything is on the table as the Westerly School 

Committee’s School Redesign Advisory panel starts to dig into its mission to determine what the educational 

landscape should be like around here in the next decade and beyond. The advisory committee started its work 

late last month by touring the district’s schools to help in determining a starting point with regard to existing 

conditions and improvement needs. The mission sounds similar to that of the Vision 2020 project — which 

dates to a 2001 report — and which resulted in a new middle school and major renovations to the high school, 

the most significant school improvements in decades to that point. The earlier report called for renovation of the 

elementary schools between 2005 and 2010. This latest edition of a top to bottom look at our schools will focus 

on the four elementary schools, given their advanced ages and deteriorating conditions, though the high and 

middle schools will be included in the review as will the Tower Street Community Center, a former elementary 

school shuttered in June 2009 as a result of enrollment projections, building conditions, its location at a 

dangerous intersection and other factors. Part of the mission of the panel is to tour other schools around the state 

and in Connecticut. Based on comments from School Committee members in response to the subcommittee’s 

request for some guidance in its mission, the full committee is willing to look at a number of concepts before 

starting on the ultimate district redesign effort. Among some of the more intriguing responses from School 

Committee members were those of Mary Raftery, who said she is hoping to hear of “interesting and exciting 

options. This is about educational innovation, not about a building front.” And committee member Gina Fuller 

requested that the group keep an eye out for options to include “outdoor play-based learning” concepts. Fuller 

was joined by fellow board member Mario Celico in calling for a safer traffic pattern around the elementary 

schools where students are dropped off and picked up. New uses for technology, of course, were on the list as 

well. The overriding question will be just how many elementary schools will be needed in the coming years. 

The School Committee spent most of 2013 debating the closure of Bradford School, the district’s smallest with 

slightly more than 100 elementary students this year, before voting 4-3 in December to keep it open. District 

leaders say enrollments are trending downward for the foreseeable future and reducing the number of schools 

appears to be an option many support. The redesign panel is charged with reporting back to the full committee 

by the end of the year. The group will meet twice a month for much of this year, creating several opportunities 

for students’ parents and taxpayers in general to take part in this far-reaching discussion. We urge participation 

at this important time in the history of the school district. 

 

Forum looks to future of Westerly schools Published: June 20, 2014 | Last Modified: June 20, 

2014 09:11AM By NANCY LAVIN Sun Staff Writer WESTERLY — Thinking big and looking toward the 

future were the themes of a public forum organized by the School Redesign Advisory Committee on 

Wednesday night. About a dozen community members, mostly parents of children in the district, attended the 

discussion held at the Westerly Middle School cafeteria. They raised topics ranging from programming and the 

value of neighborhood elementary schools, versus one consolidated school, to health and safety. Throughout the 

forum, Superintendent of Schools Roy Seitsinger Jr. urged them to focus on the big picture. “This is about just 

generating the questions, and making sure we’re thinking big about all the schools,” Seitsinger said. “This is 

futuristic: thinking three, five, seven, 10 or even 25 years into the future, what’s the district going to look like?” 

Committee Chairwoman Jennifer Brinton echoed this request, explaining that the nine-member committee of 

teachers, parents and taxpayers hoped to use community suggestions and comments to shape their 



recommendations to the School Committee in September. “We are doing our due diligence, collecting all the 

data from the school and town, and even looking outside the district,” she said. “This is the time to give the 

input and really make this district what we want to make it.” In two groups of about 10 people each, including 

committee representatives, community members were asked to share their concerns and hopes for the district in 

four main categories: physical facilities; programming and curriculum support; health, safety and security; and 

small schools vs. large schools. Many common themes and issues arose from the two groups’ discussions, 

including the need for physical changes or upgrades at all the schools. Adrienne Hall, a parent of two children, 

one at the middle school and one at the high school, pointed out that with many sports practices and other 

afterschool activities taking place away from the school campus, the offerings could exclude children whose 

parents could not drive them in the afternoon. “It limits them to kids who are privileged enough to have a parent 

that can drive them around after school,” she said, explaining that her son’s soccer practice at White Rock field 

required her involvement for transportation. “Something more self-contained would be wonderful.” 

Alternatively, Hall suggested the school provide transportation as a way to make such activities more inclusive. 

Though Julie Sacco’s two children are elementary school students at Dunn’s Corners, she also named physical 

improvements as among her top concerns, specifically the school’s basement cafeteria. “It’s just not safe,” she 

said, noting that the two exits from the cafeteria to the first floor may not be passable in the case of a kitchen or 

hall fire. “There’s no windows, there’s nothing for other exits.” Resurfacing of playgrounds and fields was 

another concern for several elementary school parents, particularly those of students at State Street and Dunn’s 

Corners elementary schools, two of the oldest buildings. Laura Ross, the mother of two students at State Street, 

described the student bathrooms as unhygienic, saying few have working sinks. Her children’s clothes, 

backpacks and other school items all carry a particular smell, the “State Street funk,” she said. In terms of 

programming, members of both groups emphasized the need for equal opportunities at all the schools, 

particularly the four elementary schools, noting that enrichment programs for advanced students as well as 

special education classrooms should be offered at all the elementary schools. One source of major 

disagreement, however, was the topic of consolidating the elementary schools into one, larger school versus 

keeping the smaller, neighborhood schools. 

“I like little kids in little buildings,” said Mary Adams, who has one child each at the middle school and high 

school. “I like the small, nurturing environment of the neighborhood schools, but as a businessperson, I also see 

the value of efficiency.” Speaking in favor of a larger, consolidated school, Jean Gagnier emphasized not only 

increased efficiency, but also improved opportunities. “In a larger school, the advantage is more diversity, more 

programming and more opportunity,” he said. Andrea Grenier, whose daughter is currently in preschool at 

Bradford, also advocated for the wider social network that would come with one main elementary school. 

“Westerly is not a diverse community to begin with, but to separate it further into different economic and 

neighborhood pockets ... should it be that way?” she asked. Janice Rohdin, a parent of two children in the 

district and a teaching assistant at Bradford, disagreed. “I like the small, neighborhood schools because of the 

community feeling,” she said. Ultimately, all of these comments and opinions will be factored into the advisory 

committee’s report to the School Committee. Despite areas of disagreement and the variety of perspectives, 

Brinton said she felt fairly confident the committee would be able to come up with a few broader suggestions 

based on the specific comments. “If we keep the mission of the school district at the core, it will fall into place,” 

she said. “One thing people rally round is a good school district and good student performance.” She described 

the process of improving the district as a circle of benefits, explaining that better programming and policies 

benefited students, parents and faculty, which in turn created a better school system that increased the value of 

town property. “Even for taxpayers who don’t have a student in the district or a person who owns a second 

home in Westerly, they can benefit,” she said. A similar forum for town educators was held on Monday, and 

Brinton encouraged community members to continue reaching out to members of the advisory community as 

the recommendation process moves forward, noting that she has received many comments and suggestions 

simply standing in line at Stop & Shop. “That’s what really shows that this is a tight-knit community that 

cares,” she said. “Just because someone can’t come to a forum doesn’t mean we don’t want to hear from them.” 

Brinton added that reaching out to the superintendent or School Committee was the best way to get in touch 

with advisory committee members, since the committee answers to these groups. The redesign advisory 

committee meets again on Thursday, June 26, at 6 p.m. at Westerly High School. nlavin@thewesterlysun.com 



Westerly schools redesign committee discusses its options Published: June 27, 2014 | 

Last Modified: June 28, 2014 03:07PM By NANCY LAVIN Sun Staff Writer WESTERLY — After several 

months of research and information gathering, members of the School Redesign Advisory Committee are 

moving toward more concrete proposals for renovations and improvements to the school district. At a meeting 

on Thursday night, group members discussed the details of four different models for school reconfiguration and 

possible building projects as compiled by Dick Smith, committee vice-chairman. Smith’s suggestions, sent via 

email since he could not attend the meeting, stemmed from prior group meetings, along with research into the 

current state of the district and feedback gathered from forums held for community members and teachers. The 

models, as proposed, are as follows: n Keep the idea of “neighborhood” elementary schools with three 

renovated elementary schools and the middle and high school as they currently exist; n Consolidate all 

elementary schools into one, new building and keep the middle school and high school as they currently exist; n 

Split the elementary schools into one pre-kindergarten through second grade building and one third through 

fifth grade building with the middle and high schools as they currently exist; n Utilize two pre-kindergarten 

through second grade schools, renovate the middle school to accommodate third through sixth graders, use 

Babcock Hall at the high school to house seventh and eighth graders and maintain Ward Hall as the high school. 

Based on their discussion, committee members also drafted a fifth scenario: two renovated elementary schools, 

with the middle school and high school as they currently exist. Those present discussed the initial details of 

each proposal, agreeing to not rule out any until they had further weighed the pros and cons of each model. 

Mike Sullivan, the father of a Bradford Elementary School student, noted that the projected declining 

enrollment in the district did not seem to justify the scenarios that called for up to six or seven different school 

buildings. “Some of these scenarios, in my mind, just don’t add up,” Sullivan said. Committee chair Jennifer 

Brinton pointed out that maintaining neighborhood elementary schools required ensuring that all were of equal 

quality and services, a task which may not save the district money. “There’s got to be equity, we’ve all agreed 

to that, but that makes some of these scenarios not cheap,” Brinton said. Dave Capizzano echoed this emphasis 

on equity. “My biggest concern is that, no matter where the schools are or how many we have, that everyone 

has the same advantage,” he said. If the district were to consolidate into one main elementary school, or even 

two divided by grade levels instead of geographic proximity, the question of which properties to rebuild on and 

which to sell remained. Though at first committee members unanimously agreed that they should keep Bradford 

Elementary School to renovate and use for some sort of community services programming, while selling the 

current Tower Street Community Center property, they soon considered other options. The second model, 

consolidating into one, new elementary school, could be built on either the Tower Street property or at State 

Street School, for example. Capizzano also named several large plots of land not currently used by the school 

district that could potentially serve as a site for the new school, including property on Wells Street and at the 

Bradford Preserve. 

“We need to rank each of these sites for a new building, looking at location, size of the lot, buses and other 

factors,” said Jeff Liguori. Ultimately, prioritizing just a few of these scenarios or others the group may 

consider, must be done before the committee makes its final recommendation to the School Committee in 

September, according to Superintendent of Schools Roy Seitsinger Jr., who is serving as an ex-officio member 

of the advisory group. “Throw everything out there, but then be cogent about your recommendation to the 

School Committee,” he said. “You’re going to need some sense of priority.” Brinton added that looking to 

changing landscape of education in the district and the nation as a whole was also key in guiding the group 

towards its recommendations. “We’re doing this because education has changed, and we need to change with it, 

and we need to be ready for changes in the future,” Brinton said. The advisory group will meet again on July 10 

at Westerly High School, and is scheduled to present an update on its findings to the School Committee on July 

16. nlavin@thewesterlysun.com 

 

School redesign panel hopes to offer several alternatives CYNTHIA DRUMMOND 

PUBLICATION: Westerly Sun, The (RI) SECTION: A: Main DATE: July 19, 2014 Sun Staff Writer 

WESTERLY - The Schools Redesign Advisory Committee has asked for more time to complete its research 

and present recommendations on the possible consolidation of the district's schools. In addition to receiving an 

update on that assessment, members of the School Committee last week heard a report on an evaluation of the 



district's elementary school playgrounds. The two issues must be considered together, because while a number 

of urgent repairs must be undertaken to make the playgrounds safe, the extent of other, less pressing 

improvements is contingent on which schools will remain open. Jennifer Brinton, chairwoman of the advisory 

panel, and Dick Smith, the vice chairman, said they needed more time to process the wealth of information they 

had gathered and narrow the district's choices to a manageable handful. Rather than in September, as expected, 

she said, "Looking at the calendar and vacations and things like that, we started talking about October 15 as a 

more r ealistic date for a presentation on the different scenarios. More things have come to light." Smith said the 

committee intended to come up with a few proposals. "I think the general sense of our group is that we would 

say, 'We've evaluated all of these. We've looked at the benefits of each, we've looked at the drawbacks of each,' 

because they all have benefits and drawbacks, and then we would say, 'Here are the three that we feel are 

reasonably workable.' So we would give implementation outlines on those three," he said. Brinton said the 

committee had rejected the idea of building a new school on property acquired by the town from Mary Lucey. 

In a referendum on April 24, voters approved spending up to $1.3 million for the land, more than 400 acres in 

Bradford, which will be preserved as open space. The town closed on the deal July 15. "As part of our due 

diligence, we looked at the scenario of is there an opportunity to build a new school? Does it need to be on 

current school property? What we See Schools / Page A5 From Page A1 did was we looked at inventory in 

town, based on acreage which would meet the specs that we need that has not been developed," Brinto said. 

"None of these scenarios that we're working with have that as a factor." The School Committee also discussed a 

report from a company hired last April to evaluate the playgrounds. Working with Facilities Director Matt 

Murphy, UltiPlay of Uxbridge, Massachusetts, visited playgrounds at State Street, Springbrook, Dunns Corner 

and Bradford elementary schools, and the Tower Street Community Center. The company divided its 

recommended repairs into three categories or priorities. Features determined to be potentially dangerous were 

given "Priority One" designations. Committee member Gina Fuller said she was concerned about the number of 

Priority One problems in the report, especially surfaces under swings and slides that were much lower than they 

should be. "Based on this report, Priority One is any condition of the playground that is life-threatening, or can 

cause severe, permanent disability," Fuller said. "The bulk of the work and the cost will be associated with re-

engineering loose fill on all the playgrounds. There are places where we're multiple feet lower than what we 

should be, which is why we have broken bones at some of our playgrounds." Superintendent Roy Seitsinger told 

committee members that fixing the most urgent problems would cost $5,000 per playground, or $20,000, an 

amount that has already been budgeted. Whether the work can be performed by town employees before school 

opens in September has yet to be determined. Murphy and Peter A. Chiaradio, the town's public works 

superintendent, were to discuss the work and whether the town might have to hire an outside company. "They're 

going to figure out what can be done right away, based on the budgets they have available and the manpower 

they have available," Seitsinger said. "After that, based on the community discussion, they're going to go and 

possibly look at secondary vendors to get some of the work done, because we feel that there may not be enough 

manpower to get the things done." 

Seitsinger noted that it would cost the district $100,000 per playground to do all the suggested improvements, 

something the district cannot consider until the matter of the school consolidation is settled. 

cdrummond@thewesterlysun.com @CynthiaDrummon4 

 

Westerly panel urges closing old school sites Published: October 16, 2014 | Last Modified: 

October 16, 2014 10:26AM By ANNA MARIA LEMOINE Sun Staff Writer WESTERLY — Fixing the town’s 

aging elementary schools and making sure the district is fully utilizing its newer or remodeled buildings may 

mean letting go of two of its oldest structures, members of an advisory committee have concluded. The School 

Redesign Advisory Committee, the group charged with coming up with recommendations for Westerly’s 

elementary schools, is proposing the district reduce the number of its buildings from eight to six. And it’s 

standing firm on its findings that the State Street Elementary and Tower Street School Community Center 

buildings are not “suitable for renovation” and should not be a part of the district’s future. Dunn’s Corners and 

Springbrook Elementary schools should be renovated and expanded, while the Bradford School facility “is 

worthwhile to keep in the district,” according to a report advisory committee members provided to the School 

Committee on Wednesday night. Advisory committee members offered up their recommendation, along with 



two other options, all of which the School Committee accepted and will begin evaluating further. The 

recommendation includes making the most of the space at Westerly Middle School and the Ward and Babcock 

buildings on Westerly High School’s campus. The committee found that the middle school and high school are 

operating well below capacity. “We know some of our findings aren’t going to make everyone happy,” Richard 

Smith, the vice-chair of the advisory committee, said. “We looked at how we ensure the quality of education at 

the elementary level. This is what we are proposing.” The advisory committee based its report on months of 

research and after looking at enrollment predictions and key town documents, scrutinizing all of Westerly’s 

public school buildings and holding 14 public meetings, including with middle school and high school students, 

among others. The School Committee will begin having discussions, but more than likely won’t dissect the 

advisory committee’s findings until after the Nov. 4 election, when potentially three new School Committee 

members could be seated. “There’s a lot to review and a lot of deeper probing,” School Committee Chairman 

David Patten said. “We want to get the public’s input on this and review all of the information.” Utilizing 

buildings According to the New England School Development Council, Westerly’s enrollment is projected to 

decline over the next 10 years, forecasted to go from 3,009 students this school year to 2,780 in 2019-20 and 

2,664 students in 2024-25. Future enrollment and the fact, Smith said, the Ward and Babcock buildings and 

WMS are at about 75 percent capacity, prompted the recommendation of a six-building district. State Street and 

Tower Street buildings are similar in layout and design, both present safety concerns and neither is a viable 

candidate for renovation, according to the report. The advisory committee’s recommendation includes razing 

State Street, and selling Tower Street as is. Although, members said, the services provided at Tower Street are 

vital and should be accommodated. “We also think the district should keep the State Street site” Smith said. 

Minus those buildings, the advisory committee’s recommendation allows the district to “utilize existing 

facilities without a new build.” 

The proposal includes spending upward of $22.9 million renovating Dunn’s Corners, Springbrook, Bradford, 

the middle school and the Ward and Babcock buildings at the high school, and expanding Dunn’s Corners and 

Springbrook. Both Dunn’s Corners and Springbrook, under the recommendation, would be early learning 

centers and house preschoolers through second-grade students. The recommendation calls for grades 3 through 

6 to attend what is now the middle school; grades 7 through 12 would attend the Ward and Babcock buildings. 

“This scenario highlights the use of these structures,” Advisory Committee Chair Jen Brinton said. In a second 

scenario under the umbrella of the same recommendation, all preschool students would be housed at Bradford 

School and kindergarten through Grade 2 students would attend Dunn’s Corners and Springbrook. The advisory 

committee contends the plan would be the most cost-effective solution for the town and could be broken up into 

two project phases. But it isn’t without drawbacks. The district would have to contend with the traffic volume at 

Dunn’s Corners and Springbrook, grade 6 sports would be separated from grades 7 and 8, and WMS, a school 

that was constructed eight years ago, would have to be remodeled for grades 3 and 4. There also would have to 

be an adjustment of Ward and Babcock building programming. Superintendent Roy Seitsinger Jr. said any plans 

of the magnitude Westerly is looking toward also are not a given. The Rhode Island Department of Education 

(RIDE) has a backlog of six to seven years and $600 million in projects across the state, meaning Westerly will 

have to fight for its share and place on the priority list. “We’re going through the process to position ourselves,” 

Seitsinger said, “so that when money does become available, we can act quickly.” Additional choices At the 

request of school committee members, the advisory committee also offered two other options for review. Both 

options include a new building that would double the cost. For one option, one new building would 

accommodate the town’s entire preschool through grade 4 population. In the second option, a new preschool 

through grade 4 school would be built and join Dunn’s Corners and Springbrook for a three-elementary school 

configuration. “The committee you appointed worked diligently and could not be more impressive as far as 

working as a unit,” Brinton told the School Committee. “This committee really came together with one goal in 

mind.” alemoine@thewesterlysun.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A solid plan already laid out PUBLICATION: Westerly Sun, The (RI) SECTION: A: Main DATE: 

October 19, 2014 Page: A04 

The Westerly School Committee has significant decisions to make based on the report from the School 

Redesign Advisory Committee. The hard work of research has been done. The sensitive work of decision 

making remains. The committee presented three options and all three call for two facilities to be closed, State 

Street Elementary School, which currently serves 373 students, and the Tower Street Community Center, which 

includes town and school programs and serves as a venue for community groups and activities. The State Street 

property would be retained. A large component of the recommended plan is to revise the configuration of 

grades, grouping 7th through 12th graders at the high school, and third through sixth graders at what is now the 

Westerly Middle School building. Kindergarten - and potentially pre-kindergarten - through second-grade 

students would be split between Springbrook and Dunn's Corners elementary schools. One option in this 

general recommendation is to locate all preschoolers at Bradford School, the site that for years has been most 

frequently targeted for closure. This option reduces the current number of buildings from eight to six. Three 

other options all include retaining current middle and high school grade configurations with three variations of a 

new elementary school: • One large school for pre-kindergarten through fourth grade with an enrollment of 

about 1,100 students, resulting in five buildings, down from eight. • A smaller elementary school for pre-

kindergarten through second grade and about 750 students. • Renovating Dunns Corners and Springbrook 

schools and building a small elementary school, putting enrollments at all three at just under 400 students. This 

would result in seven buildings. The committee's mission was to provide equal educational opportunities across 

the town, maximize use of existing facilities, provide space for pre-kindergarten students, find space for the 

community programs now at Tower Street and to accomplish all of this in a fiscally responsible manner. 

Additionally, the committee was working with the knowledge that current thinking in the field holds that fewer 

schools in a district results in more consistency in learning and a more efficient financial model. Committee 

members and district leaders make it clear that State Street School needs to be taken out of service based on its 

condition. And its design and construction would make renovation cost-prohibitive, a point made last winter 

when discussion of the heating system revealed that replacing just that component is impractical based on the 

construction and design. Many have been preparing for Bradford School to be closed, but this recommendation 

alters that scenario. Yet the combination of declining population projections, extra capacity at all levels, and 

education concepts - including at the state level - that call for fewer rather than more school buildings indicate 

that the district should end up with less real estate. Any district with a plan to build a new building will be 

treated less favorably by the state when it reviews requests for aid through its reimbursement program, already 

backlogged by six to seven years of requests. The committee defended its recommended option by claiming that 

it is the most efficient use of existing facilities and is the most cost-effective solution. Additionally - and no 

small point in the eyes of educators and the state, which must approve any plan - is that the recommendation 

pays a great deal of respect to the concept of early childhood education through its grade configuration. The 

School Committee has to weigh all of this data, but significant research has been done. It doesn't have to 

reinvent the wheel and it shouldn't let the decision process drag on for too long. 


