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MIDDLETOWN TODAY
HOME ON THE HOLIDAYS
Traditionally, the beginning of the new year is when people start
talking about change.
Here at “Middletown Today,” we decided to get a jump on this
custom by a month.
As our regular readers will notice, we have a new look to our
monthly newsletter, done in hopes of bringing you additional content in a more streamlined design.
Inside our pages, we’ll also be introducing the members of the
new School Committee and Town Council and hearing their priorities for the next couple years.
Then, there are the stories from the community you’ve come to
expect from “Middletown Today,” those intended to uplift and inspire in this COVID-19 world.
The words of a behavioral specialist at Gaudet Middle School and
a new series of programs at the Middletown Senior Center intended to get the young at heart moving.
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MIDDLETOWN SCHOOL COMMITTEE: 2020-2022
With
the
Middletown
School Committee, everything goes back to education.
Talk to anyone on the fivemember board and each
will say the safety and successful schooling of all students is the priority.
Given the difficulties presented by the COVID-19
virus, that hasn’t been easy
for anyone, whether it’s
teachers, staff, the students

or their families.
However, education officials remain committed to
keeping the schools open
for as long as it’s safe and
learning can take place in a
productive environment.
And despite all the changes
brought on by COVID-19,
they said good things are
happening everyday in
Middletown schools.

“Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.”
― Nelson Mandela

THE QUESTIONS
Each member of the
School Committee and
Town
Council
was
asked the following four
questions and given up
to 250 words to respond.
1. What is your priority
for Middletown?
2. What are you thankful for?
3. What’s your favorite
part of the holiday season?
4. What’s the best way
for the public to contact
you?

DOUGLAS ARNOLD
1. My top priority is to get more
support in reading and math for our
students who need the most
help. We have had very little support for our budget requests for several years and that translates to the
students who need the most extra
help getting the least.
2. I am most thankful for the support we have received, including the
bond issue, in maintaining and upgrading our physical plants.
3. My favorite part of the holiday
season is Christmas morning with
the kids.
4. darnold@mpsri.net

LIANA FENTON
1. As a parent, educator and business person, I want Middletown
to constantly improve in education and business development.
For a funding source in education, I want Rhode Island to become
a state that will make education a Constitutional right for all students. In the meantime, I want all educational mandates from the
General Assembly to be funded by the House and Senate. (cont’d)

Fenton continued
These are two goals of the
Rhode Island Association
of School Committees. We
need to help all small
businesses and continue
growing our high-tech culture for a pipeline for all
students.
2. I am thankful for being
part of the innovative
FIRST Robotics and Technology Team of Newport
County — Rhode Warriors
Team 121 — for the past 21
years. My gratitude and
thankfulness for the many
mentors and parents who
helped our students seven
days a week for two
months and attended our
weekend regional competitions as well as the national competitions. Our
students continued on to
careers in engineering,
technology, firefighting,
construction and cyber
security.
3. The sense of our families coming together to
share and help each other
during the holidays and
throughout the year.
4. lfenton@mpsri.net

TAMI
HOLDEN
1. As a member of the
School Committee, my priority for Middletown is for
our school system to be the
best it can be. Right now
this means dealing with
Covid-19, distance learning
and all the educational issues related to the virus. A
3 priority is building a
second
better relationship with the
Town Council by increasing
communication and working together in the best interest of our students, families and community.
2. I am most thankful for
having a healthy family. I
am also thankful that I have
the opportunity to serve my
community as a member of
the School Committee and
am thankful and appreciative to those who supported
my campaign. I am always
thankful for where I live,
the beauty that surrounds
me and the people in my
life. And I am hopeful for
the future.
3. I love it all. I love everything about the holidays;
family gatherings, food, traditions, relaxing, shopping,
parades, dog shows, holiday music, decorating and
decorations. And since my
birthday is in December,
it’s always been a favorite
time of the year.
4. tholden@mpsri.net

WILLIAM
O’CONNELL
1. Being on the School Committee for many years, I feel
maintenance of our school
buildings is vital to our continual long term success.
The school budget is very
important to maintain and
attract the quality of teachers we now have. Continued sharing “career tech”
with Rogers High School
and being a member of the
“East Bay Educational Collaborative” along with eight
other communities is important.
Revamping the
curriculum to emphasize
the greatness of our founding fathers, our Constitution, and our system of government should be looked
into.
2. Right to life, liberty, and
pursuit of happiness. I do
not oppose peaceful demonstrations, but rioting is never acceptable. We must be
able to express opposing
views without fear from opposing political parties. In
addition, the many churches, synagogues, open spaces, beaches, and parks must
remain open to maintain
our quality of life.
3.
Attending
Midnight
Church service at “10 PM.”
4. woconnell@mpsri.net

THERESA 3
SPENGLER
1. In this COVID-19 world
today, my priority for
Middletown is to enhance
and improve our distance
learning
opportunities.
It’s important for our
schools to continue to
provide the best education possible to our students during these challenging times and continue to grow and evolve. I’d
also like to focus on
working collaboratively
with the Town Council in
ways that support our
students, residents and
businesses to help everyone negotiate successfully
through COVID until a
vaccine is rolled out for
all. In the meantime, we
also have to continue to
focus on the health of
each and every student
and resident. Wear a
mask and take care of
your friends, family and
the community.
2. I’m most thankful for
my family and the wonderful community we all
live in and enjoy.
3 . For me, the holidays
are all about giving to
others in need and celebrating with family.
4. tspengler@mpsri.net
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MIDDLETOWN TOWN COUNCIL: 2020-2022

Every two years, voters elect a new seven
member
Town
Council.
In some elections,
there’s a fair amount
of turnover, in others like November
2020, the incumbents rule the day.
Regardless of whether the group is seasoned, newcomers or
a mix of both, every
council has significant issues to tackle.
Foremost is the
health and safety of
residents, business
people and visitors.
Close behind is how
should the town
spend its money.
Then, a unique phenomenon
like
COVID-19
comes
along and thrusts a
whole new set of
rules and questions
before the town,
many items that
have never been considered before.
No matter what’s on
the plate in the next
two years, council
members
have
talked about the
need to stick together to make Middletown the best
community is can be
for all who live, work
and play here.

TERRI FLYNN
1. My priority is to make
Middletown the best place
to live.
2. I’m thankful for my
grandparents. For teaching the value of truth: you
sleep really well at night!
3. My favorite part of the
holidays season is finding
that “just right” gift…and
hearing about how perfect
it was months later. It
doesn’t
happen
often
enough, but that is the
goal of every gift selection.
4. tflynn@
middletownri.com

PAUL
RODRIGUES
1. My priority is to keep
Middletown affordable
while providing quality
services.

2. I’m thankful for my
family. They’ve always
been there for me and
supportive over the
years.
3. My favorite part of
the holidays is Christmas. It is my favorite
holiday.
4. prodrigues
@middletownri.com

THERESA SANTOS
1. To keep all the residents safe
and well. I’d also like to see our
seniors continue to live in their
homes for as long as possible.
2. I’m thankful for so many
wonderful things. The residents of this wonderful town
who have believed in me to get
things done. Calling me with
their questions and getting the
answers for them. The great
employees that the town has
and has had in the past, getting
to know them and so many
other things.
3. It will be so different this
year, but we will survive as we
have survived so many other
problems in the past.
4. tsantos@middletownri.com

4

ROBERT SYLVIA DENNIS TURANO
1. My priority for Middletown is to maintain
the
business-minded
strategy we’ve adopted
over the years to make
the community affordable for our children and
our children’s children.
We also have to find a
way to help our residents
stay in their homes
through a Homestead
Act and continue to establish tax relief policies
to help our most needy
and our senior populations.
2. I’m thankful again for
the opportunity to serve
our community for another two years and to
take the cohesive and
collective approach and
continue to apply for the
betterment
of
Middletown.

3. For me, the holidays is
all about seeing family
and friends. This year
that’s going to be a little
different, I’m looking
forward to those times.
4. rsylvia
@middletownri.com

1. My priority for Middletown is to work with
my fellow councilors on
behalf of, and in the best
interest of all the residents of Middletown. I
will continue to focus on
issues in Middletown
that ensure the quality of
life we all enjoy as Middletown residents.
2. I’m thankful for the
good health and safety of
my family and those in
our community. I’m also
thankful to live in a community whose people value hard work and commitment to others and
strive to make Middletown a place we can
be proud of.
3. My favorite parts of
the holiday season are
the lights and the excitement of the children, not
to mention the candy and
cookies!
I enjoy celebrating the holiday season with friends and
family, but my favorite
holiday seasonal event is
Christmas Eve at St. Lucy
Church with the singing
of the Christmas carols
before mass.
4. dturano
@middletownri.com

BARBARA
VONVILLAS
1.There are many important
projects in the pipeline that
have the potential to promote economic prosperity
and improve the quality of
life of the residents, but to
date we have been mired in
what has seemed like pointless discussion. The council
needs a strategic plan of action. I would prioritize the
projects and advocate for
action within the budgetary
limitations resulting from
COVID-19.
2. I am thankful for my
health, my family and for my
education, which has not
only benefited me personally
but has allowed me to influence the development of an
unimaginable number of
students. It’s a gift that
keeps on giving.
3. My favorite part of the
holiday season is the family
celebrations, when all the
members of my family gather at my house for dinner. I
prepare everyone’s favorite
dishes the night before each
holiday, then spread the buffet so they serve themselves
while I am able to engage
with everyone, talk to the
children and cuddle the babies. It is joyful.
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THOMAS WELCH
1. My priority for Middletown is to enable the
taxpayers
communicate
their needs and concerns
to all facets of town government. Citizen input is
crucial to the process and I
want everyone’s experience
to be consistent, straightforward and satisfying.
2. I am thankful for all of
my family, to live in a great
town and the ability to participate in a democratic
government.
3. My favorite part of the
holiday season is decorating for Christmas. I always
look forward to collecting
greens and pinecones as I
make laurel roping and
wreaths. I especially enjoy
the smell of the shop when
it is full of evergreen
boughs – add a snowstorm, Christmas music
and hot English tea – you
have a perfect winter day.
4. tom.welch
@middletownri.com

4. bvonvillas
@middletownri.com
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EMPLOYEE SPOTLIGHT: KEITH EDWARDS
As a Behavior Specialist at Gaudet
Middle School, Keith Edwards said
working with students is all about
rapport.

younger,”
Edwards
said.
“Whatever it was, I always came
back to this. I guess you could
say it’s my calling.”

Not just struggling learners, but
each youngster in the Aquidneck
Avenue building.

Gaudet Principal Donna Chelf
said Edwards is an amazing part
of the Gaudet team and always
brings energy and excitement.

That’s because you never know
when that connection, that bond
might help, whether it’s the highest
achieving student or one who’s
barely making it.
“I know people say this, but no two
days are ever the same,” Edwards
said. “Some days, you’re working
with a student you know pretty well,
the next you’re with someone you’re getting to know
better that day. No matter what, those relationships
are what make it all work.”
Born in Newport, Edwards is a proud graduate of
Rogers High School Class of 1984 and the University
of Massachusetts Dartmouth. The son of Brenda and
Harold Massey, Edwards credits his wife Luisa for
being his “rock,” his everything.
Edwards said he followed the strong positive example of his parents growing up about work ethic, giving back and how to treat others.
Sports were a huge factor in Edwards’ life, and still
are today, where he coaches girls’ softball and a girls’
hoops squad.
“There was a time when I was younger, if I heard
there was a (basketball) tournament, I’d just show up
(by myself) and a team would pick me up,” Edwards
said. “I had every color jersey in the trunk of my car
and I was ready to go. ‘What? We’re red? Let me go
get my jersey.’ That kind of thing kept me away from
a lot of stuff, being on the streets.”

Edwards said his career got its start when he was 14
or 15 years old in the Comprehensive Employment
and Training Act program. Now known as the Youth
Corps, Edwards said he worked with kids at the Boys
& Girls Club in Newport and had a knack for it.
“I tried all sorts of different things when I was

“Students appreciate his honesty, humor and straight-forward
manner as they work through a
situation to develop a plan of
action to restore and repair relationships with his support,”
Chelf said. “Additionally, Keith’s
community knowledge and connections are invaluable – it really helps to strengthen our home/school connection,
which is so important to student success, especially
during this time when many of our students are at
home distance learning.”
Edwards said outside school, he tries to give back.
One organization he’s gratified to work with is the
Kingsmen Newport, a nonprofit aimed at improving
the island through mentor opportunities, community
assistance drives and similar activities.
“Sometimes, people just need a little help. That’s
what the Kingsmen is for,” said Edwards, who serves
as the group’s vice president. “You never know how
much good you can do unless you try.”

MIDDLETOWN SENIORS GET MOVING
The sounds of “Everyday People” by Sly & The Family Stone flow from the large tent behind the Middletown Senior Center.
Inside the temporary shelter, Zumba instructor Serena Honeycutt has a group of about half a dozen seniors moving, clapping and clearly smiling behind
their masks.
Although the temperatures hover in the 50s outside,
it’s comfortable in the partially enclosed space as
7 their stuff. Later in
Honeycutt and her charges show
the morning, another group meets to play cards after
the tent area has
been cleaned and
aired out.
Senior Center Director Arleen Kaull said
it’s good to see clients back at the
Green End Avenue
property, with at
least two classes held
in the tent each
weekday, everything
from bingo and book
club to balance and
strength
training
classes, line dancing
and more.
“It’s nice to have everyone back and we’ve
been blown away
how well it’s gone,”
Kaull said, checking
forms and taking
temperatures before
the Zumba class kicks off. “All the different activities
have really given everyone a chance to get out and
participate.”
Since the COVID-19 virus struck in March, towns
like Middletown have been forced to find new ways
to serve their customers while maintaining safety
protocols.
Instead of offering lunches in the senior center, Kaull
and her lieutenant Chris Johnson deliver brown bags
filled with sandwiches, fruit and other goodies to
those in need across the community.
A couple weeks ago, Kaull and Johnson put up the
tent and invited patrons to participate in a variety of
upbeat, fun activities while the senior center building
itself remained off limits. Face masks and proper social distancing are required for all activities and
there are signs everywhere as reminders.
“It couldn’t have gone better,” Johnson said.
“Everyone is looking for ways to get out and have
fun, but also be safe. We’ve gotten the best response
and it’s good to see people here, enjoying them-

selves.”
To enroll in activities and classes, potential participants must call the Senior Center at 849-8823 at
least 24 hours before the scheduled activity to book a
place. The spaces are reserved on a first come, first
served basis.
The schedule is Zumba and cards on Mondays, balance class and bingo on Tuesdays, art class and
strength training on Wednesdays, book club and balance class on Thursdays and line dancing and bingo
on Fridays. Most classes are no charge.
The Zumba instructor Honeycutt said
she loves her group
at the Senior Center
for their spirit, energy and drive.
“They give me a reason for being here,”
Honeycutt said. “I
absolutely love it.
They’ve so positive
and want to improve
themselves and have
fun doing it. It’s not
easy right now, but
they’re making it.”
Janet Pado said she’s
been coming to the
Zumba classes since
Day 1 and they give
her a great reason to
exercise and meet
with friends.
“I think it’s wonderful they have this here,” Pado
said. “Everyone here is so kind and it beats sitting at
home, doing nothing. This program has definitely
made me feel part of something special.”
Tina Epps agreed. “It feels good to be here, exercising,” Epps said. “COVID has made us miss so much,
but it’s good to get back out and have some fun, carefully. I always look forward to these classes.”
Kaull and Johnson said the message is similar with
all the Senior Center’s offerings.
“You can see everyone is having a good time and glad
to be here,” Kaull said. “I feel very lucky that we’re
able to do this here. When we first opened it up, I
wasn’t sure how it was going to go, but it’s been a
complete success.”
“The thing I like best is we’re giving people a reason
to get out of the house,” Johnson said. “The way
things are, it’s pretty easy to stay inside, but we want
to give people a reason to get out and enjoy themselves.”
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REMEMBERING A FRIEND THROUGH READING

Schools rely on volunteers and the kindness of the
community itself more than ever before.
Every day, countless people give time and resources to
help with the education of Middletown students.
Whether it’s the efforts of parent teacher groups or a
bunch of pies from the
local pizzeria, the Middletown schools appreciate everyone’s generosity.
However, one contribution of 150 of children’s
books from Island
Books in honor of the
late Gaudet Middle
School Reading Specialist Diane Larkin
struck home across the district – and Aquidneck Island. A beloved Middletown teacher from 1971 to
2001, friends and educators said Larkin is remembered and missed.
“Diane had the patience of a saint and could read a
child so well and just know what every student needed,” said Missy Koppelman, a retired Gaudet math
teacher who lives in Portsmouth and helped spearhead the book drive. “Every student who came into
her room got help and many of them blossomed there.
She truly made such a huge difference in so many students’ lives.”
Koppelman said the idea for the book drive arose out
of a celebration of life held in September for Larkin at
The Aquidneck Club in Portsmouth. Everyone at that
event received a bookmark in Larkin’s honor, but
Koppelman said family and friends came away with
the feeling they should do more to remember such an
outstanding teacher.
Speaking with Gaudet Principal Donna Chelf, Koppelman said a recommended reading list emerged as donations came in to fund the purchase of the books
through Island Books, the popular independent
bookstore owned by Judy and Gary Crosby.
All told, about $1,500 was raised for the campaign.
Donations in Larkin’s honor are still being accepted at
Island Books as well as Gaudet and the Aquidneck

and Forest Avenue elementary schools, where books
were donated as part of the effort. Each donated book
has a plate inside the front cover with Larkin’s picture
and name.

“I would do anything for that woman. She was such a
dear friend,” Koppelman said. “Being such an advocate of reading, she would be thrilled to know how
many students are reading these important books because of her. It just goes to show how important the
right teacher is. She just had a magical way with so
many students.”
“The books are so appreciated to add to our library,”
Aquidneck Elementary School Principal Erica Bulk
said. “All these books are award winners and were just
released. Also, we love the fact this collaboration involves schools, students, former teachers and an important small business in Middletown – Island Books.
This donation allows student to enjoy the love of reading and Diane would love that.”
Forest Avenue Elementary School Principal Beth
Hayes said her school received 19 books. She said every title is on the Rhode Island Children’s Book Award
Nomination list, meaning each has something important and necessary to say to students.
“Reading and discussing these books is a large part of
our library curriculum each year, so of course,
(Librarian) Mrs. (Mary) Beauchemin was thrilled to
receive these copies,” Hayes said. “She highlights
these books with children, discusses them and reads
passages from some. She encourages children to read
as many as they can and then they vote on their favorites.”
At a time when more businesses are chains, Island
Books stands out as a proud independent. Located in
Wyatt Square retail and office complex at the intersection of East Main and Wyatt roads, Island Books
stocks reading material and more for all ages from
toddler to grandparents – and everyone in between.
“Anytime there’s a community effort like this, it just
feels wonderful to be part of it,” Judy Crosby said.
“The students get to read these books and I always
love to see groups put together drives like this and
make a difference. It’s part of what makes this place
great.”
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MIDDLETOWN TURNS TO TWO-YEAR BUDGET
The town of Middletown is turning to a two-year
budgeting process for the first time ever.
Seen as a way to better plan and manage the financial future of the community, Town Administrator
Shawn J. Brown and finance office staff have been
meeting with department heads in recent weeks to
start preparing the upcoming fiscal 2022 budget.
“I don’t think it’s any secret that there’s a lot more
going on these days for municipalities and the better
we manage it, the better our response will be,”
Brown said. “Taking a long-range view rather than a
year-to-year analysis makes sense now, especially
with the uncertainty surrounding COVID and several
other factors.”
With more of a focus than ever before on municipal
dollars, the town has moved up the budget schedule
from years past. Now, Brown and the financial staff
start budget discussions in October, months earlier
than the budget process as recently as five years ago.
During those informal talks, department heads are
asked to present their preliminary numbers, including technology and capital improvement needs.
From there, the figures are honed before they make
it into the formal proposed fiscal 2022 budget, which
is turned over to the Town Council in early April per
the town charter, one of the documents that guides
the town.
Even though the town is taking a two-year look at its
budget, the numbers for each fiscal year must be approved annually by the council.
The town remains in strong financial shape, with sol-

id collections from a diversified tax base that isn’t
too reliant on any one segment of the local economy.
Middletown also sports a “aa1” bond rating from
Moody’s, one step below the top ranking available to
municipalities from the foremost independent rating
company in the world.
“The two-year budgeting process benefits everyone
because it is a strategic way of looking at resources,
obligations like contractual and legal requirements
and needs,” said Elaine Colarusso, deputy finance
director. “It’s a framework for decision-making and
makes us all more accountable and transparent.”
Complicating matters for Middletown is there’s a
spending freeze in place by Brown to hold the line on
all non-essential expenditures.
“With everything going on in the world, we have to
be cognizant of what’s going on and hold the line on
spending as much as possible,” Brown said. “There’s
uncertainty with COVID, we have a lot of long-term
projects we’re managing and a new council coming
in the door, it just makes sense to take this course
now.”
Colarusso said the two-year budget process should
give everyone – including town leaders – a more
complete picture of where the community is heading.

“The value of a two-year budget process is that it
changes the lens through which financial decisions
are made,” Colarusso said. “It’s a compliment to the
strategic planning process. We look a bit further
down the road and examine possible opportunities
and risks.”
All this isn’t to say the town doesn’t do significant longer-term planning with the budget. Every budget process, the council approves an updated five-year Capital Improvement Program
plan that outlines the anticipated capital needs
like building upgrades, vehicle replacement and
other infrastructure work.
The finance office also pushes out separate revenue manual as well as other documents that
provide detailed insight into how the town generates its funding and where that money goes.
“To my knowledge, this is the first year the town
is undertaking a two-year budget projection for
the entire budget,” Colarusso said. “We always
provide the ‘look-back’ of prior year actual
budgets. The town’s capital program is a fiveyear plan and I believe a model program for
good decisions with the ‘big-ticket’ items.”
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YOUR INPUT MATTERS

COVID-19 has changed everything in Middletown, including how the community gets public feedback on different proposals.
Interested in hearing what residents and business people think about different projects, the town is turning to
online surveys to gather this important input before action is taken.
With one proposal, the Town Council is considering plans to install a new three-way stop at the intersection
of Mitchell’s Lane, Third Beach Road and Third Beach Road to improve safety and slow speeds. To offer feedback, visit https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/3waystop online to fill out the survey.
For another, the council is thinking about imposing a ban on commercial traffic to extend the useful life of the
two-lane local street while reducing impacts on the surrounding neighborhood. To provide feedback, visit
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/NotrucksTurner to complete the survey.
For feedback on what you’d like to see on the town’s redesigned website, visit https://
www.surveymonkey.com/r/ideasforwebsite
And finally, to chime in about the priorities the town should set with its Capital Improvement Program
spending, check out https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/CIP2021
Each survey is free and should take no more than five minutes to complete and go a long way to help shape
decisions on each matter. For more information or assistance, call 849-2898. Thanks for participating!

Town Hall is closing early at 1:00 PM on December 24 & December 31
and will be closed on December 25, 2020 and January 1, 2021

