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Attendees 

Present:  Richard P. Adams, Middletown Town Council;  Marco T. Camacho, Newport City Council;  Kellie E. 

DiPalma, Middletown School Committee;  Sandra J. Flowers, Newport School Committee;  Justin S. 

McLaughlin, Newport City Council, Vice Chair;  William R. O’Connell, Middletown School Committee;  Robert 

B. Power, Newport School Committee;  Barbara A. VonVillas, Middletown Town Council, Chair 

Not Present:  Naomi L. Neville, Newport City Council; 

Approval of Minutes 

Minutes of the February 24, 2014 meeting of the Exploratory Committee were reviewed and unanimously approved. 

Review of Draft Enabling Legislation 

Ms. VonVillas opened the meeting by reviewing the agenda items and indicating that it was desirable to complete 

the Committee’s review of the draft Enabling Legislation as soon as possible and to begin a discussion of how best 

to engage and inform the citizens of Newport and Middletown. 

The Committee then resumed discussion of the Draft Enabling Legislation, version 3-5-2014.   The discussion  was 

based on the comments and issues shown in “Comment Balloons” in the draft.   

See Draft Enabling Legislation version 3-10-2014.  All agreed changes to the Enabling Legislation are incorporated 

in version 3-10-2014. 

SECTION 2 – Comment/Issue: Educational Outcomes and Goals 

The Committee discussed the advantages and disadvantages of including references to educational goals and 

outcomes.  It was agreed that such language would be redundant and unnecessary   

SECTION 3 Para. I – Comment/Issue: New School Facilities 

The Committee decided that no language should be included related to proposed or possible new high school 

facilities since the subject is beyond the scope of Enabling Legislation. 

Comment/Issue: Combined Facilities Maintenance Agreement 

It was agreed that a possible combined facilities maintenance agreement should not be discussed because it is not in 

place. 

SECTION 3 Para. II – Comment/Issue: Collective Bargaining and Negotiation of Labor Contracts 

Schedule  

It was agreed that language should be included which specifies the start of the transition period and that the Unified 

School Board should complete all labor contract negotiations within 24 month of the passage of the Enabling 

Legislation and before first day of the school year following the establishment of the Unified High School Board. 

SECTION 3 Para. III – Comment/Issue: Addition of an At-Large Member to the Unified HS Board 

The Committee agreed that an additional at-large member was not required since a 4 to 2 majority was required for 

all affirmative votes. 

SECTION 3 Para. III – Comment/Issue: Unified HS Board Elections, Terms of Office and Term 

Limits 

The Committee agreed that members of the Unified Board should be elected from each municipality as described 

below. 

1. Each municipality shall initially elect three (3) members. 
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2. The two (2) candidates receiving the highest elector vote totals shall serve terms of four (4) years. 

3. The candidate receiving the third highest elector total shall serve a term of two (2) year term. 

4. All subsequent elections shall elect Board members for four (4) year terms. 

5. Board members may serve two (2) consecutive 4 year terms. 

6. After the completion of the 2nd four (4) year term, members shall not be reelected until absent from the 

Board for at least one (1) year. 

7. Unified High School Board members may not be members of municipal School Boards and/or City/Town 

Councils. 

SECTION 3 Para. IV – Organization of the Unified High School Board 

The Committee agreed that Unified High School Board members should be paid a salary equal to the average 

compensation of City and Town School Board salaries. 

The Committee also agreed that the Enabling Legislations should not constrain or specify the Unified High School 

Board’s election of officers and/or assignment of duties. 

General Discussion of Schedule and Unification Scope 

The Committee began a general discussion of the Unified High School District unification schedule.  It was 

generally agreed that it would be extremely difficult if not impossible to place a binding referendum on the 

November 2014 ballot. 

The Committee also discussed the need to obtain public input and opinion of the desirability of unifying the high 

schools or pursuing complete Newport and Middletown school system unification.   Several suggestions were 

offered regarding public forums, workshop, surveys and other methods of soliciting public opinion. 

Mr. Power and Mr. McLaughlin suggested that based on the discussions held so far, it appeared that unifying the 

entire school systems would be no more difficult, and in certain areas such as contract negotiations, easier than to 

unifying only the high schools.  They further suggested that it would be a good time to reconsider the entire 

unification project. 

No decisions were made regarding schedule, publicity and public input or the scope of unification. 

Next Meeting 

It was agreed to continue the discussion of the issues outline above and continue work on the Enabling Legislation 

as a guide to resolving unification issues whether of high schools or entire school districts. 

Schedule 

Discussion of a draft calendar of events was deferred to the next meeting. 

Proposed Meetings Calendar  

The Committee agreed to meet as follows. 

Date Time Place 

Monday March 24th  6 – 8 PM TBD 

Thursday, April 17th  6 – 8 PM TBD 

Tuesday April 29th  6 – 8 PM TBD 
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Agenda Items 

Committee members are asked to submit agenda items by March 21, 2014. 

Agreed Items 

Item To Do By Whom? When? 

Additional Comments on Enabling 

Legislation Markup 

Send all comments, corrections and 

markup to Dick Adams. 

All Members Inputs by 

3/21/2014 

Public Input Provide suggestions on how best to 

solicit public input 

All Members Inputs by 

3/21/2014 

Question List Comments Provide comments on list of 

questions likely to be asked by the 

public 

All Members Inputs by 

3/21/2014 

Scope of Unification Consider whether to continue with 

High School only unification or 

broaden scope to consider 

unification of entire school districts 

All Members Inputs at next 

meeting 

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

 

 

Richard Adams 
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Newport Daily News    March 10, 2014 

School unification talks move to idea of combining K-12 

 
 
By Matt Sheley  
 
Staff writer  
 
NEWPORT — In a major shift, the Newport County Unified High School Exploratory Committee indicated 
Monday that it might seek to expand its mission to study the prospect of combining all public schools in 
Newport and Middletown. 
 
While no formal decisions were made during a meeting Monday afternoon at the Newport Public Library, 
committee members generally agreed a full-scale merger of schools serving kindergarten through 12th grade in 
both communities might be an easier sell to voters than a joint high school only. 
 
Besides eliminating a level of bureaucracy rather than creating a new one, the broader move potentially would 
result in even more educational opportunities and savings, committee members said. Under a preliminary 
concept discussed Monday, the new school district would have one superintendent, a six-member school board 
and the power to tax to pay its bills. 
 
Committee members said they would revisit the issue at the group’s next meeting Monday, March 24, from 6-8 
p.m. at the Newport Public Library before deciding whether to ask their representative councils for approval to 
pursue the fulldistrict concept. 
 
“With all due respect, this plan is yours, it’s not ours,” Newport City Councilman Justin S. McLaughlin, vice 
chairman of the exploratory committee, said to Middletown representatives, referring to the unified high school 
proposal. “You’re basically trying to get us to embrace it meeting after meeting, you’re trying to get us to 
embrace something that we were really not the architects of.”  
 
The full-district concept has come up at prior exploratory committee meetings — particularly from Newport 
School Committee member Robert B. Power — but hadn’t gotten a full airing.  
 
All that changed about an hour and a half into Monday’s meeting, when McLaughlin said it seemed like the 
Middletown contingent was trying to ram its unified high school concept through, whether Newport was on 
board or not.  
 
That triggered a frank discussion, during which Newport committee members said they generally felt there was 
no plan to sell to voters and taxpayers and without such details, people would not endorse a unified high 
school.  
 
Several Middletown committee members — led by Town Councilwoman Barbara A. VonVillas, chairwoman of 
the exploratory committee -— responded that nothing would progress without a firm foundation laid out in draft 
enabling legislation the committee has been crafting.  
 
Last summer, VonVillas and Middletown Councilman Richard P. Adams suggested the communities in Newport 
County revisit the idea of combining high schools to provide a better education to students and save money.  
 
A Rhode Island Public Expenditure Council report from June 2009 indicated Newport, Middletown and 
Portsmouth stood to save close to $13 million by combining schools by fiscal 2013.  
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Newport was the only community to accept Middletown’s invitation to explore the concept of a unified high 
school.  
 
The exploratory committee has been meeting since January. Most of the time has been spent working on a 
draft document to guide a proposed new unified school board, which would govern a unified high school.  
 
Before the unified high school could be established, it would need approval of the councils and voters in both 
Newport and Middletown.  
 
McLaughlin, Power and Newport City Councilman Marco T. Camacho said from what they’ve heard, people in 
Newport would be more in favor of doing everything at once, or nothing at all.  
 
“I’ll be the devil’s advocate. I’m going to convince you to create a paradigm in which you have three school 
boards or one in which you have one?” McLaughlin asked. “One in which you have three superintendents or 
one in which you have one? One in which you have potentially have three (people) to deal with facilities or one 
in which you have one? One in which you have three teachers contacts or one in which you have one?”  
 
“I need the two communities to want to sponsor this idea,” Camacho said. “There has to be something and 
we’re not selling snake oil. This is the best thing for the two communities. I’m tired of the divides between us.”  
 
Adams said he was concerned that moving too far toward a total merger would violate the spirit of the 
approvals given by the Newport and Middletown councils and school committees to study the combined high 
school concept.  
 
Newport officials said they would be able to quickly secure the necessary approvals to explore the K-12 idea. 
But they said they weren’t sure if their neighbors could, given a recent vote by a majority of the Middletown 
council to remove the unified high school item from a priority list of items they’d like to see state legislators work 
on in the General Assembly this session.  
 
At the same time, Middletown School Committee member Kellie DiPalma said if an item were to be placed on 
the ballot on Election Day in Newport and Middletown, she would like it to be a nonbinding question about 
whether voters supported the idea of a combined K-12 district.  
 
“I think it’s going to be an easier sell,” Power said. “I think people will understand the scales of economy. I think 
the teachers get it. I think that parents — some parents living in Middletown and working in Newport and they’d 
like to have their kid in Newport school during the day — get it.” 

 


