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framed as referendums
middle school’s chosen

build at Broken Ground
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on the
location

could challenge the decision to

By CATHERINE McLAUGHLIN

Monitor staff

oncord’s school board planned to build a new ju-
nior high school and city residents wanted an-
swers about the location.

An architect slammed the proposed property
as “too remote,” questioning whether the parcel’s size,
larger than others considered, “justifies the need for
about three-quarters of the children of Concord to travel
to the further-most end of town.” A location closer to
downtown, he said, would be better.

The head of the school board published a sprawling
explanation for the board’s evaluation and selection of its

desired property.

The appeal was the expansiveness of the new site, its
outdoor learning opportunities, its proximity to a fast-
growing city neighborhood, and, primarily, its cost-effi-

ciency.

Public has been asking for site
expenses needed to build new
school on raw land since July

By CATHERINE McLAUGHLIN
Monitor staff

As any middle school math stu-
dent knows, just writing the answer
to a question isn’t enough. Students
must show their work.

Based on estimates from its archi-
tects, the school board set a $152 mil-
lion budget cap for the middle school
project in July. HMFH, the architec-
tural firm under a $10 million con-
tract to provide designs and initial es-

SLOW DRAIN? WHOOSH IT AWAY!

GEOFF FORESTER / Monitor staff
Principal Jay Richard walks up a staircase inside Rundlett Middle School, which was built in 1957. He works with maintenance staff to
keep the building usable. But for those inside Rundlett, a new school can’t come soon enough.

“I am glad to restate these reasons,” it read. “It is im-
portant that every citizen have the facts about the site.”

To anyone who lives in Concord, this might sound fa-
miliar — but that was almost 70 years ago.

In 1955, the school district desperately needed to build
a new school: it had no junior high, and those students
were scattered across the city in three different schools.
A rising glut of young Baby Boomers threatened to burst
elementary schools at the seams. The solution was a
1,200-student junior high, and the district wanted to buy a
20-acre property off South Street to house it.

Fast forward to 2024.

School leaders see the need for a new middle school
as similarly dire — today’s students are stuck in an out-
dated building that is deteriorating around them. On hot
days in June and September, portions of the building
without air conditioning can hit 100 degrees.

SEE HISTORY A6

PAYING FOR THE PROJECT

timates for the school district, as-
serts that the budget includes both
money for site work and infrastruc-
ture upgrades at the forested raw
land at Broken Ground.

For weeks, the Monitor asked the
district and HMFH for a breakdown
of the $152 million project, outlining
how much is expected to be spent on

each portion of the new school. How :

much is set aside for infrastructure?
How much is set aside for all the site
work, like clearing the trees and
building the parking lots and new
roads?

They declined to provide even a

SEE COSTS A7
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officials and
members of
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look over
maps during
a tour of trails
behind
Broken
Ground and
Mill Brook
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where a new
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is planned.

GEOFF FORESTER
Monitor staff

MONITOR

$3
HIGHER EDUCATION

UNH
revisits
protest
arrests

New president reckons with the
role of police on her campus

By JEREMY MARGOLIS
Monitor staff

On the evening University of New
Hampshire police arrested 12 people
outside the building that would soon
become her office, Elizabeth Chilton
was 3,000 miles away, serving as the
Chancellor of Washington State Uni-
versity’s flagship campus.

Six days later, the University Sys-
tem of New Hampshire Board of
Trustees named Chilton UNH’s 21st
president.

Since she began the job in
Durham on July 1, no topic has occu-
pied more of Chilton’s time than the
fallout from the pro-Palestine
protest last May, she said at a com-
munity forum last month.

In certain ways, the events that
unfolded at UNH on May 1 mirrored
those that played out on the 72 other
college campuses where protesters
were arrested last spring. Tents

SEE UNH A5

ACTIVE AGING

For seniors,

music helps
build sound
connections

By RACHEL WACHMAN
Monitor staff

Dorean Kimball bought an accor-
dion at a yard sale in 1972 thinking
she would use it with her 5th and
6th grade students at Merrimack
Valley Middle School, where she
taught. The accordion sat untouched
in a box for over three decades until
she decided “If 'm ever going to play
it, ’d better do something about it.”

In 2005, she decided to start taking
lessons at The Accordion Connection,
a music store that used to exist in
Gilmanton. Kimball, who had spent a
year reluctantly learning to play the
piano as a child, said she still remem-

SEE ACTIVE AGING A8

INSIDE TODAY

32-page special section explores
opportunities and issues around
active aging in New Hampshire
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FOLLOW OUR COVERAGE

THE RETHINKING RUNDLETT SERIES

THE HISTORY

A divisive school decision in Concord,

again, nearly 70 years after a 1955 vote.
Plus, we examine the costs of the project

of what the school district isn’t saying.
ANOTHER CITY’S APPROACH

We look at how Concord’s plan compares

to other school projects in the state,
including a recently build school in
Nashua.

CRITICAL VOICES

Even though equity was cited as a
reason to move the middle school, New
Americans say they feel left out of the

process.
IN THE CLASSROOM

Many teachers support the new site out
of a sense of urgency to get into a new
school as soon as possible because of
Rundlett’s poor learning conditions.

ON THE FIELDS

How will building a new middle school on the East
Side of Concord affect Memorial Field plans?

THE ROAD TO SCHOOL

Estimating the number of future students can be
tricky; busing them is more straightforward.

RESIDENT POLL

We conducted a citywide poll. Here’s how
100 randomly-selected residents responded.

CANDIDATE FORUM AND DISCUSSION

LEARN MORE AT OUR EVENT ON OCT. 24

mThe Concord Monitor will host a two-part event on Thursday at the Concord High School auditorium that will include a forum with the six
candidates running for school board, followed by a moderated discussion about the “Rethinking Rundlett” series. The six candidates up for
election for three school board seats include Board President Pam Walsh, fellow incumbent Barb Higgins and challengers Alex Winters, Sarah
Sadowski, Joseph Scroggins and Clint Cogswell, who previously served on the board. The candidate forum will run from 6:30 to 8 p.m.

mThe candidate forum will be followed by a community discussion of the Monitor’s Rethinking Rundlett series.

mThe event is Thursday, Oct. 24, 6:30 to 9 p.m. at Concord High’s Christa McAuliffe Auditorium, 170 Warren St., Concord
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PREPARE TO VOTE

Make sure to pick up the Saturday, Nov. 2
Monitor, which will include a 2024 Election Voter
Guide. You'll find quick-glance coverage of the
major races in New Hampshire. You'll also be able
to get the same information, plus lots of previous
election coverage in our online voter guide at
concordmonitor.com.

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU: Have questions about the middle school plans? Email us at news@cmonitor.com with Rethinking Rundlett in the subject line

——

Future of Concord’s middle school hangs in the balance ahead of vote

HISTORY FROM A1

The origin story for what is now
Rundlett Middle School echoes the
current debate to replace it, with one
fundamental difference: Different
rules governed the school board in
1955. In order for that project to
move forward, two-thirds of voters in
March elections had to approve the
bond to purchase the land and build
the new school.

By a decisive margin, they
did. Nearly 80% of city voters backed
the junior high project, and students
took their seats in 1957. It carried a
$1.4 million price tag — adjusted for
inflation, that’s about $16 million in
today's dollars. Times have changed.

Despite its modern-day autonomy;,
the Concord School Board is facing
down a different, yet pivotal con-
stituent vote.

Unlike its 1955 counterpart, mem-
bers of the school board last year
didn’t have to convince voters to back
their choice when they chose a loca-
tion for the new school. It may prove
to be the project’s fatal flaw.

In the eleven months since the
school board voted to move the mid-
dle school to raw land in East Con-
cord, the planning process has
chugged forward: the board ap-
pointed committees of construction
experts, teachers and parents, re-
fined the building features it wanted
to include and set a budget for con-
struction costs.

While Concord is almost a year
closer to a new school, a group of citi-
zens has successfully put two refer-
endums on the ballot that could up-
end the location vote and delay the
project. Board President Pamela
Walsh, one of the new location’s most
ardent backers, is up for re-election,
facing a string of challengers pledg-
ing to reopen the middle school de-
bate.

The two endeavors — that of the
school district to deliver a new mid-
dle school at Broken Ground and that
of citizens to force a rebuild at the
current site — are now on an elec-
tion-day collision course.

The city remains divided.

In the neighborhood closest to
where the new middle school will go,
“Rebuild at Rundlett” signs flourish
on front lawns. The same is true in
the South End, on streets near where
the current school has stood since
‘57.

In recent weeks, a new set of signs
have sprouted. Color-blocked green
and blue, they urge residents to
“Keep Concord Schools Strong” by
voting “no” on the charter amend-
ments.

For all the benefits of the Broken
Ground site the school board has
pointed to, many residents hold up
one essential argument in the loca-
tion debate: many constituents — es-
pecially in the neighborhoods most
affected by this decision — want the
school to stay where it is.

Liz Tardugno lives at the end of
North Curtisville Road, near the cul-
de-sac that holds the trailhead for the
city’s Batchelder Mill Road trail net-
work. She remains unswayed.

“I will be brief,” she said to the
Concord School Board at a June pro-
ject meeting, holding the microphone
with one hand and her toddler on her
hip with the other. “Because we’re
not going to last.”

“I have friends downtown who
bought property in the hopes that
their children could walk to school,
which now can’t,” she said. “And I
now will have a school in my back-
yard which I don’t want.”

In the face of persistent pushback,
current board members have spent

GEOFF FORESTER / Monitor staff

Principal Jay Richard points out the welcoming plaque inside Rundlett Middle School. The school was built
in 1957, but there have been additions to the school throughout the years.

FROM THE ARCHIVES

The following headlines and building plans appeared on front pages of the Concord Monitor in March 1955.

New Junior High School And
Improvementi of Buildings By
Bond Issue Voted 2,197-574

Junior High
Site Hit As
“TooRemote’

Architect Proposes Two
Locations Along
Auburn St

Perreton Would Build
Grade School First

Suggests Deferring Junior
High Until Needed,
Six Years Hence
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the last year explaining, re-explaining
and then explaining again why they
chose Broken Ground. They have re-
fined the design of the building itself
while tripling the amount of land to
be cleared from eight acres to 24
while insisting it will be more expen-
sive to rebuild at Rundlett. The

board has only grown more resolved
in their choice — several members
who had been pro-Rundlett said this
summer that they’d changed their
minds. Won over by their fellow board
members, they feel that moving to
Broken Ground is, “right for the tax-
payers and for our kids.” They hoped
those still partial to the current loca-
tion would come around, but broad
buy-in hasn’t materialized.

Some of the board’s justifications
for a location change hold up to
scrutiny. There isn’t room on South
Street for features that students and
residents have asked for; building a
new school next to the current school
would mean students and staff lose a
lot of basic facilities for years on end.
The outdoor learning opportunities at
Broken Ground are more expansive.

Other arguments lack supporting
information: the district was unable
to provide any cost outlines for the
project, including estimates for site
work and infrastructure associated
with a Broken Ground project, and
leaders in the New American com-
munity said they felt left out of the
decision-making process about the
Broken Ground location before the
school board claimed to advocate on
their behalf.

Before voters go to the ballot box,
Monitor reporting will analyze argu-
ments on both sides of the location
debate, seeking to answer the ques-
tions: Did the school board make the
right decision to move the school to
Broken Ground? And, if not, is going
back on that decision the right path
forward?

If the middle school project pro-
ceeds as planned, a ribbon-cutting at
the new school would come in the
summer of 2028.

For many inside Rundlett, that day
can’t come fast enough.

Every time roof
leaks leave brown stains on ceiling
tiles, Principal Jay Richard is
adamant that they be replaced. Three
hundred new tiles have gone in since
the end of the last school year.

“The stains, you know, it’s a pain
for my custodian. But it really both-
ers me because I want it to look good
for my kids,” Richard said. “These
kids need to know that we care.”

Other signs of the school’s age
are evident everywhere. On one side
of the stairs, 65 years of foot traffic
have worn divots down to the con-
crete.

In an eighth-grade art classroom,
Stephanie Bednaz hangs a small
tapestry over a hole in the wall — an
old outlet that was removed but
never refinished.

“I’'ve worked here for 30 years, and
I love Rundlett. But it’s a band-aid on
a band-aid on a band-aid at this
point,” She said. “It’s a hot disaster.”

Over the next week, a series of
stories will examine the arguments
in favor and against each location,
answer frequently asked questions
about the project and what it means
for the city, and introduce findings
from a district-wide survey con-
ducted by reporters about both the
project and the charter amend-
ments. In tandem with this coverage,
the Monitor is also hosting a forum
on the evening of Oct. 2024 where, in
addition to questions posed to candi-
dates, a panel of Monitor reporters
will discuss their work.
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This design included the removal of 8 acres of trees to make room for a new middle school.
Revamped fields would have been placed between Broken Ground and the new school.
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Ahead of vote, some costs remain unclear

COSTS FROM A1

range for those expenses even after
repeated requests.

“I don’t have the estimate with
me, I'm sorry,” an HMFH represen-
tative, laptop on the table, told the
Monitor in an interview. “We can get
back to you with a percentage.” In
the week following that interview,
that information was not provided.

The district has laid out only the
broad costs of the project.

Of the $152 million budget,
roughly $122 million is for construc-
tion, with another $29.6 million set
aside for “soft” expenses like design
and planning. It’s the most expen-
sive school project to apply for state
building aid since the Department of
Education started keeping digitized
records 20 years ago, even when ad-
justed for inflation, according to a
Concord Monitor analysis.

Ample renderings, presentations
and estimates are available on the
website about the Middle School
Project. In email exchanges, meet-
ings, conversations, interviews and
opinion pieces, board members have
been earnest about why they believe
Broken Ground is truly the better lo-
cation.

Yet when it comes to a central as-
sertion behind moving the school to
Broken Ground — that it remains
cheaper than rebuilding at Rundlett
— the district and its contractors
have refused to show their work.

The district has laid out addi-
tional costs for the South Street site,
including millions more for demoli-
tion and an extended, five-year con-
struction window, meaning students
wouldn’t access the new school until
2030 instead of 2028.

The district did provide the Moni-
tor with a site cost comparison be-
tween the two properties. But it is
based on information from Novem-
ber 2023, when the design at Broken
Ground was projected to be built on
eight acres of land, with playing
fields shared with the elementary
schools there. The overall footprint
has since ballooned to three times
that size: between 22.5 and 24.5 acres
are expected to be cleared of trees,
with playing fields extending out be-
hind the school.

Cost is not the only benefit the
Broken Ground site is purported to
offer. But without an up-to-date
breakdown, the Monitor was unable
to confirm whether that promise of
savings remains true.

Your tax bill: What will this cost?

If the board uses $16 million it has
saved up for major projects and re-
ceives $30 million in state building
aid — the best-case scenario for this
project without major legislative ac-
tion — the project would add $0.59
onto the district tax rate in the first
year, according to the district.

That adds $207 to the tax bill of a
$350,000 home during the first year
of the bond before any increases tied
to the annual school budget. If the
project gets no building aid but still
applies its trust fund, that number
rises to $378 on the same home in
the first year.

The overall cost — initially $176
million before it was scaled back -
has been at the heart of conversa-
tions about a new middle school
throughout the life of the project,
from the reason to build new rather
than renovate Rundlett and the deci-
sion not to add a fifth grade to the
school.

Both before and since the Broken
Ground site was selected last De-
cember, the school board and project
architects have said the new location
will be cheaper than if they opted to
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build in the South End, partially be-
cause of the money needed to demol-
ish Rundlett.

“Right off the bat, that’s $5 million
we could turn into making this Net
Zero,” board member Jim Richards
said in June. “It’s $5 million that we
could turn into usable classrooms,
facilities and things for our kids.”

That assertion was based on the
November 2023 cost comparison,
which was presented to the school
board days before it voted to choose
anew location.

Overall, that report found that the
price for site costs, like demolition,
at Rundlett was $5.2 million more
than what it would cost for things
like infrastructure and site work at
the raw land near Broken Ground.

Driving the expense on South
Street was the need to phase con-
struction since students would still
need to access the site during con-
struction. The new school would
have to be complete before the old
Rundlett could be knocked down,
and only after that could fields and
other outdoor work be completed.

Because of that phasing, rebuild-
ing at Rundlett — from shovels in
the ground to all facilities being us-
able — would take five years, accord-
ing to Keith Kelley, director of pre-
construction and planning at Harvey
Construction, hired by the district to
plan the school. Broken Ground, by
comparison, is scheduled to be com-
pleted in under three years.

“There’s absolutely a premium,
both in time and money, to build on
an existing site that has students,
faculty, staff, sporting events, what-
ever else going on all around us,”
Kelley said.

That extended work period car-
ried a price tag of $3.1 million, as of
last fall. Kelley said it would be
higher now. It also would mean stu-
dents would go without outdoor
spaces for sports and recess for sev-
eral years.

The estimated cost to clear trees
at Broken Ground was about $1.1
million in 2023, but that figure was
based on a smaller project. The
school board has since decided to
build three new athletic fields behind
the new school and added more
parking lots and roads, which calls
for clearing two dozen acres of trees,
not eight. The estimate for roads and
parking was slightly higher at the
new location, but that is similarly in-
accurate because it came before the
design for the area ballooned.

When it comes to infrastructure,
architects estimated last year that
road, water, sewer, power and other
infrastructure needs at Broken
Ground would be about $1.4 million
more than what was needed on
South Street. That number included
$150,000 to relocate walking trails
and $500,000 for traffic improve-
ments, like making all sidewalks
ADA compliant, putting in flashing
stop signs and adding lines to South
Curtisville Road.

These costs are included some-

where in the budget, but what they
are under the new scope of the pro-

- ject is unknown.

Price check to rescind the vote

Time is money, as they say. Re-
versing the planning process now
would cause delays that will result in
additional costs.

The school designed for Broken
Ground cannot be transposed di-
rectly onto the South Street site, ac-
cording to HMFH.

“You wouldn’t start from square
one,” architect Tina Stanislaski said,
“but the plan that we’ve developed
won't work in that location...we’d
have to reconfigure everything.”

That reconfiguration would add
$2.85 million in new design work, ac-
cording to the district website.

In addition, any delays to the start
of the project incurred while a char-
ter amendment fight plays out, ei-
ther on the board or in court —
would also drive up costs. If con-
struction expenses rise 3% each
year, the low end of current trends,
costs could rise by $3.6 million each
year the school is delayed.

The district calculates about $10
million in new costs if the project
backtracks now, on top of the cost of
demolition and phased construction.

That is a hefty total. But it is in-
complete: Importantly, it does not
account for how much residents
could stand to avoid in site work
costs by not building at Broken
Ground, leaving the actual price tag
for reversing the vote unclear.

Classrooms and construction
zones: The student learning side-
effects

Beyond the cloudiness of the
costs, the district has cited clear
benefits to building at Broken
Ground.

Kids now entering middle school
were in first grade when the pan-
demic hit. The board doesn’t want to
add more interruptions to their
learning by making them go to
school just a few yards from a con-
struction zone.

“There’s been a lot of talk about,
‘it’s not a big deal,’ the kids will get
through it,”” Middle School Principal
Jay Richard said. “But if I had an op-
portunity to choose for my students,
whether they had to have the con-
struction experience on their cur-
rent site or not have that experience,
guess which one I'm going to pick?”

Both potential construction sites,
it is worth noting, are adjacent to
current schools.

Broken Ground and Mill Brook,
as a unit, educate more than a third
of Concord’s elementary students,
including most students of that age
who are learning English as a sec-
ond language. The two schools are
cornered by two roads
Portsmouth Street and South Cur-
tisville Road — that would both be
the main arteries for vehicles to ac-
cess the new buildings’ construction
site. The two dozen acres of trees
that will be removed to make way for
the new school include sections di-
rectly abutting the two elementary
schools’ fields and playgrounds.

Rundlett is a citywide school, and
disruptions would impact a broader
swath of learners. Superintendent
Kathleen Murphy told the Monitor
that students would not be displaced
from Rundlett during a build process
on South Street simply because
“there’s no other place to put them.”
They would be far closer to an active
construction zone than Broken
Ground students. The same goes for
elementary students at Abbott-
Downing.

Both construction zones would
put students’ learning environments
at risk. But the period of disruption
on South Street is more acute, im-
pacts more students and takes place
over a longer period of time.

Room to expand?

One main draw of the Broken
Ground site for board members was
the size of the property. The district
owns 59 acres, and its development
extends into 29 of them. The prop-
erty size gives “room to grow,” the
board has said, that other district
schools don’t have.

Perhaps more notably, however,
the design includes some features
that may not be possible on the 20-
acre property off South Street.

For example, Rundlett Middle
School recently installed an outdoor
basketball hoop that includes four
square lines painted on the blacktop.
Still, it’s one of the only play areas
available.

When students were asked what
a new school ought to have, outdoor
basketball courts was one of their
top asks, architect Holly Miller said.
The Broken Ground site, to execute
that ask, has two of them. To fit ath-
letic fields and a new school at
Rundlett, she said, “There’s no room
for a basketball court.”

When the school board sought
feedback on which energy systems
to include in the new design, resi-
dents were largely united in support
of an investment in in-ground heat
pumps. It was one of few things ev-
eryone testifying seemed to agree on
- geothermal heat, carrying the
greatest opportunities for rebates
and being the most energy efficient,
would be worth the initial invest-
ment.

Heat pumps are likely possible on
South Street, Miller and Stanislaski
said, but space limitations on the
wells would likely require that they
be supplemented by boiler heat — a
hybrid system that demands more
maintenance.

Looking toward the future, some
residents have wondered why; if dis-
trict enrollments are continuing to
decline, the 900-student middle
school would need “room to grow.”

“Down the road, maybe we’ll
need to put some preschools into our
elementary— that moves that fifth
grade out, and it could become a five
through eight” middle school, Mur-
phy said. “The building is set up so
that we could do that. We couldn’t do
that at Rundlett.”

Of all the board’s reasons to move
the school to East Concord — from
the benefits of a larger property to
the educational and financial detri-
ment of building alongside a school
that remains in use — many of them
are well supported.

It’s possible that cost falls in that
camp: sizable added expenses to
building on South Street are evident.
Without knowing the current site de-
velopment and infrastructure ear-
marks, residents have been left to
trust that the math that the ex-
penses at South Street still surpass
those unique to Broken Ground,
even as the design changes.

With a Nov. 5 vote on two charter
amendments targeting the board’s
decision to relocate the middle
school, many residents, like Debra
Samaha, can’t accept that.

“You still have not provided major
infrastructure costs. You say they’re
built into the budget: we can’t see
them, we have asked repeatedly
what they are, point blank. We can-
not get answers from you,” Samaha
said to the board when it set the bud-
get cap in July. “As taxpayers, we
need to know the true cost.”
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An updated design now includes the removal of more than 24 acres of trees to make room
for a new middle school and a brand new set of fields farther away from Broken Ground.

FAQs

Q: When did the school board
first start working on the middle
school? When did they choose the
new location at Broken Ground?

A: The board officially started
studies for a new school in 2016. In
2019, they voted to rebuild rather
than renovate the existing school.
They chose the Broken Ground loca-
tion in December; 2023 over keeping
the school on South Street.

Q: How much will it cost?

A: The budget cap for the project
is $152 million. In a best-case sce-
nario, where the district applies its
capital reserve savings and gets the
highest amount of building aid avail-
able to them, that would be an in-
crease of $207 in the first year on the
tax bill of a $350,000 home.

Q: How much will the project
cost, including interest payments
on the bond?

A: Assuming a 4.5% interest rate
and possible refinancing in the fu-
ture, interest would add another
$102.8 million, bringing the total pay-
back for taxpayers to about $255 mil-
lion, more than a quarter billion dol-
lars.

Q: Is it true that the Rundlett
site is more expensive to build on?
A: Without a full breakdown of
current costs for the Broken Ground

site, it’s difficult to show that one
site is more or less expensive than
the other. A cost estimate from 2023
showed that Rundlett had higher
site work costs, but the Broken
Ground development plan has dras-
tically changed since that compari-
son was completed.

Q: How big is the new school?
How big is Rundlett?

A: The new school is 203,000
square feet. Rundlett is 156,119
square feet. Part of what makes up
the difference includes the addition
of a 450-seat auditorium, larger mu-
sic and art spaces, and larger class-
rooms — many in Rundlett are be-
low the state minimum size.

Q: How many acres of trees and
forest will be cut down for the new
school at Broken Ground?

A: Originally, when the board
chose the location last year, that
number was 8 acres. Since, it has
ballooned: the school moved further
out into the property, and sports
fields were moved behind the school.
Now, the total is approximately 24
acres. For scale, that’s equivalent to
roughly 20 football fields.

Q: What is the cost of the site
work and infrastructure improve-
ments at the new site?

A: The exact costs is unknown.
While that work is included in the
$152 million budget, Concord school
district officials and HMFH Archi-
tects would not provide an estimate
for site work that was updated for
the current design and development
footprint.

Q: Is this decision to build a
school on the East Side of Concord
irreversible?

A: No, but a reversal would delay
the start of construction by about
two years, according to the district.
It also would introduce new costs,
including increased design costs, a
longer duration of construction
work, and the demolition of the old
building to make room for new ath-
letic fields.

More FAQs on Monday
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Difference between Concord
and new Nashua school costs
come from design and inflation

By SRUTHI GOPALAKRISHNAN
Monitor staff

The atmosphere inside Nashua’s
new middle school differs dramati-
cally from the school it replaced, a
dark and gloomy 85-year-old building
about five miles away.

Natural light pours through the ex-
pansive glass windows. Almost all the
classrooms are equipped with 70-inch
screens. The flooring is durable, rub-
berized tiles to prevent serious injuries
from falls, while the halls are lined with

.
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RETHINKING RUNDLETT

School would set new high cost mark

energy-efficient LED lighting.

Outside, students have access to
an impressive array of sports facili-
ties, including a quarter-mile track,
baseball and soccer fields, tennis
courts and basketball courts.

Other modern safety features in-
clude bulletproof glass and an ad-
vanced gunshot detection system
that identifies both the location and
caliber of any firearm that goes off in
the building.

The refresh is contagious, accord-
ing to Doug Duffina, the supervisor
for plant operations at the Nashua
School District.

“We came to bright and light,” he

SEE SCHOOL A5

GEOFF FORESTER / Monitor staff
If Nashua were to build its middle school today, the cost would rise to
around $115 million compared to Concord’s $152 million project.

town
wHemes

ABOUT THE SERIES

Each week, the ‘Concord Monitor” will recognize one of our region’s many Hometown Heroes.
Follow along at concordmonitor.com and learn how you can nominate a Hometown Hero.

Community connectors

Our town criers volunteer
to write a column weekly

By ARIANNA MacNEILL
Monitor staff

decided to respond to an ad in the
Concord Monitor looking for a Pe-
nacook town crier.

A volunteer position, each town crier
writes a short weekly column detailing
community happenings, dubbed Talk of
the Towns nowadays. Stinson had passed
it by once since she was a new mom. But
in 1995 with her daughter a year old, the
timing felt right.

“I never envisioned that 29 years later
I'd still be doing it,” Stinson said.

Though not a staffer, Stinson, and her
fellow town criers, since the creation of
the volunteer positions in the early 1990s,
have weathered changes to the paper, ad-
justments to the way their columns are
presented, and seen the newspaper in-
dustry make the transition from print
only to having both a print edition and a
news website.

To honor their efforts, they are being
recognized at Volunteer NH’s 2024 Spirit
of NH Awards Ceremony on Monday
night.

Stinson’s first column was published on
April 16, 1995, in the fairly new Sunday
Monitor during a time before the
widespread use of email, and long before
town websites and social media made
community information more easily acces-
sible. Content, often on physical pieces of
paper, passed through many hands each
day before the broadsheets whirred
through the press at a dizzying speed.

“We had our names and our landline
phone numbers at the end with our pic-
ture,” she said, noting that all the town
criers had their photograph taken by one
of the newspaper’s photographers.

“People were calling us with their
news or mailing us,” she said. Once she
was finished writing up her column, Stin-
son then drove to the Monitor building off
Sewalls Falls Road, which was still fairly
new, and handed over a hard copy.

But even with a switch to email, com-

N early 30 years ago, Cheryl Stinson

SEE HOMETOWN HEROES A6
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GEOFF FORESTER / Monitor staff
Jean Ver Hoeven, the Concord Town Crier, works in her South End home. The Town Criers are
receiving a group service award at Monday’s Volunteer NH’s Spirit of NH Awards Ceremony.

OUR 2024 COMMUNITY PARTNER

While the challenges continue, so do the good works done by our neighbors, our teachers,
our health care providers, our volunteers and so many others. This is their story.

Ledyard National Bank is proud to support the 2024 Hometown Herocs, who were
nominated by members of the community and selected by editors of the Monitor.
Nominate your Hometown Hero today at concordmonitor.com.
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1-93 AND 1-89 EXPANSION

Road
plans

rise to
$370M

If all goes according to plan,
work on major repairs to
bridges would start in 2029

By DAVID BROOKS
Monitor staff

The projected price tag for the
long-discussed expansion of I-93 and
I-89 in Concord and Bow has risen to
$370 million, almost 50% more than
projections made before the pan-
demic, with the purchase of rights-
of-way now slated for 2026 and first
major construction for 2029.

The state Department of Trans-
portation will hold a public informa-
tion session on what its calling the
Bow-Concord Project, including
time for questions, on Thursday, Oct.
24, in the Concord Community Cen-
ter, 14 Canterbury Road, starting at 6
p.m.

The project, which has been in
planning stages for well over a
decade, would add a lane to I-93 in
both directions over a five-mile
stretch in Concord, making major
changes to Exits 12 through 15 and
some adjoining streets, as well as at
Exit 1 on I-89 in Bow.

As detailed by an interactive web-
site at www.bow-concord.com, the
project would involve some non-car-
related work such as moving rail-
road tracks, expanding the Merri-
mack River Greenway Trail and
adding some bicycle and pedestrian

SEE WIDENING A3

GUBERNATORIAL RACE

Ayotte raises
$7M more
than Craig

By CHARLOTTE MATHERLY
Monitor staff

Republican candidate for gover-
nor Kelly Ayotte outraised her
Democratic opponent, Joyce Craig,
by nearly $7 million since each won
their party primaries on Sept. 10 —
largely thanks to Live Free PAC, a
political action committee funded by
the Republican Governors Associa-
tion.

The PAC bolstered Ayotte’s
fundraising by $7.4 million this filing
period, bringing her total in the past
month to almost $9.6 million. Craig
raised about $2.7 million.

Craig’s campaign, however, has a
decisive edge with individual dona-
tions: 6,794 contributors compared to
Ayotte’s 665.

The Live Free PAC, which has

SEE CAMPAIGNS A3
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THE RETHINKING RUNDLETT SERIES

A divisive school decision in Concord,
again, nearly 70 years after a 1955 vote.
Plus, we examine the costs of the project
of what the school district isn’t saying.

ANOTHER CITY’S APPROACH

We look at how Concord’s plan compares
to other school projects in the state,
including a recently build school in
Nashua.

Even though equity was cited as a
reason to move the middle school, New
Americans say they feel left out of the
process.

IN THE CLASSROOM

Many teachers support the new site out
of a sense of urgency to get into a new
school as soon as possible because of
Rundlett’s poor learning conditions.

How will building a new middle school on the East
Side of Concord affect Memorial Field plans?

THE ROAD TO SCHOOL

Estimating the number of future students can be
tricky; busing them is more straightforward.

RESIDENT POLL

We conducted a citywide poll. Here’s how
100 randomly-selected residents responded.

CANDIDATE FORUM AND DISCUSSION

LEARN MORE AT OUR EVENT ON OCT. 24

mThe Concord Monitor will host a two-part event on Thursday at the Concord High School auditorium that will include a forum with the six
candidates running for school board, followed by a moderated discussion about the “Rethinking Rundlett” series. The six candidates up for
election for three school board seats include Board President Pam Walsh, fellow incumbent Barb Higgins and challengers Alex Winters, Sarah
Sadowski, Joseph Scroggins and Clint Cogswell, who previously served on the board. The candidate forum will run from 6:30 to 8 p.m.

mThe candidate forum will be followed by a community discussion of the Monitor’s Rethinking Rundlett series.

mThe event is Thursday, Oct. 24, 6:30 to 9 p.m. at Concord High’s Christa McAuliffe Auditorium, 170 Warren St., Concord

CONCORD — MONTTOR

VOTER

ELECTION 2024 - TUESDAY. NOV. 5

GUIDE

FOLLING LOCATIONS / VOTING FAQs / GO 'S HAC
NLATIENG | A { GOVERNOR'S BACE / LIS, HOUS
LKL"_UHHI_ L'.I}U‘(CIL. HEW HAMPSHIAL HOUSE AND SENATE o
MERRIMALK COLNTY RACES AND CONCORD SCHOOL VOING

Mare at cancardwmonttor. cam

PREPARE TO VOTE

Make sure to pick up the Saturday, Nov. 2
Monitor, which will include a 2024 Election Voter
Guide. You'll find quick-glance coverage of the
major races in New Hampshire. You'll also be able
to get the same information, plus lots of previous
election coverage in our online voter guide at
concordmonitor.com.

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU: Have questions about the middle school plans? Email us at news@cmonitor.com with Rethinking Rundlett in the subject line

Proposed middle school would set new high cost mark

SCHOOL FROM A1

said. “There’s a different atti-
tude; the kids are way differ-
ent. We’re seeing a big differ-
ence.”

That’s the transformation
Concord has working toward
for the better part of a decade.

When Nashua asked for
state building aid in 2020 to
fund its middle school project
— which included both $30
million in renovations to two
other schools and the $92 mil-
lion construction of McCarthy
Middle School — it was the
most expensive project to ever
apply for the program.

That changed two years
later when Concord sought aid
for its new middle school —
currently with a price tag of
$152 million for a single build-
ing. Concord’s ambitious plan
to build a new middle school
on South Curtisville Road set a
new high-water mark for any
school building project seek-
ing state aid during the past
two decades, even adjusted for
inflation, a Monitor analysis
found. State record-keeping
made a deeper historical anal-
ysis impractical.

Named after the late alder-
man Brian S. MecCarthy,
Nashua’s new school has com-
parable square footage, serves
roughly the same number of
students and was built on raw
land about the same distance
away from the old school as
Concord’s plan. As a result, it’s
been a frequent point of refer-
ence for residents with ques-
tions about the Rundlett pro-
ject.

Pamela Walsh, president of
the Concord School Board,
said that comparing the build-
ing costs between Nashua and
Concord isn’t fair for several
reasons, particularly the tim-
ing of each project.

With construction starting
in 2026, Walsh noted that Con-
cord will face “five or six years
of construction inflation” costs
compared to Nashua.

“When you're looking at our
construction estimates, those
are estimates for starting con-
struction more than a year
from now,” Walsh said.
“Nashua started and locked in
alot of its prices pre-COVID.”

It is estimated that con-
struction costs have increased
by 3-5% per year based on in-
dustry standards. If Nashua
were to build its middle school
today, the cost would rise to
around $120 million, based on
those assumptions. Even on
the high end, Concord’s mid-
dle school is still about $25 mil-
lion more expensive than the
one that just opened this fall 35
miles to the south.

Anxious about the price tag
to replace Rundlett Middle
School, residents have won-
dered why Concord’s school is
So expensive by comparison.

The difference comes down
to features, according to Keith
Kelley, director of planning in
construction at Harvey Con-
struction, which was hired to
build Nashua’s school and is
working with Concord on its
plans. Nashua’s design is cen-
tered around its classrooms,
while Concord’s design priori-
tizes features like larger phys-
ical and artistic education

spaces. Those features, which
are what students, teachers
and residents alike have told
the district they wanted, sim-
ply cost more.

“Those are huge costs spe-
cific to building an audito-
rium,” Kelley said. “They are
obviously more of a premium
than classroom costs.”

What Nashua built,
what Concord wants

The 212,000-square-foot
McCarthy Middle School, lo-
cated miles outside of down-
town on DiAntonio Drive, was
designed to maximize teach-
ing spaces, Duffina said.

Unlike the old school on
Elm Street, which featured a
1,500-seat auditorium, Nashua
opted for a cafetorium — a
flexible space that combines a
cafeteria and auditorium. The
gymnasium, seating 400, pro-
vides ample space for gather-
ings and events when needed.

McCarthy features 60
classrooms for an anticipated
enrollment of 800 students.
Concord’s 203,000-square-foot
design, by contrast, will con-
tain 45 classrooms for an en-
rollment of up to 900 students.

The Concord School Board
approved a schematic design
this summer.

Originally proposed with a
900-seat auditorium, plans
were downshifted to feature a
versatile 450-seat multi-pur-
pose theater with flexible seat-
ing and adjustable flooring, in-
spired by the Bank of New
Hampshire Stage in downtown
Concord. The school also in-
cludes a spacious 9,000-
square-foot gymnasium, a
5,000-square-foot  multipur-
pose athletic space and sepa-
rate rooms for band, choir, or-
chestra, music theory and
robotics.

The design doesn’t ignore

classrooms: its layout was
drawn to fit Concord’s middle
school’s  “pod”  structure,
which groups students into
smaller clusters. The class-
rooms, which aren’t drasti-
cally larger than state mini-
mum standards, will still be far
larger than those currently in
use at Rundlett.

Unlike Nashua, which de-
cided to build its school with-
out state aid, Concord must
comply with stricter energy ef-
ficiency and building code re-
quirements due to its reliance
on state funds, which also adds
to the overall project cost. In
addition, the building features
a geothermal heat system and
rooftop solar panels, a move
many residents endorse.

Paying for it

When school districts apply
for state building aid, they are
assigned a spot in line for fund-
ing based on, essentially, how
bad the current facilities are.

Nashua chose not to receive
aid because it was assigned a
fifth-place spot in line. It would
have had to wait years for
money to come through. What it
lost in potential state aid was
offset from savings by avoiding
the inflated construction costs
that Concord is facing.

Concord currently sits sec-
ond in line for aid and is antici-
pating a grant as early as next
fall. The project stands out
among recent building aid ap-
plications because of its price
tag.

A review by the Monitor re-
veals that no other school pro-
ject in New Hampshire has
come close to this level of in-
vestment since 1996, even
when adjusted for inflation.

A rough inflation calcula-
tion using estimates from the
Bureau of Labor Statistics re-
veals that schools constructed
throughout the state in the last

two decades will fall signifi-
cantly short of the price tag
Concord is proposing, even if
they were built in 2026 — the
same year Concord plans to
break ground on its middle
school.

For example, Manchester’s
application for building aid for
the Henry J. McLaughlin Jr.
Middle School in 1996 was $9.5
million — an amount that
would swell to around $20 mil-
lion by 2026.

The closest to Concord in
terms of total cost were Bed-
ford High School built in 2005
for $53 million, which would be
about $93 million adjusted for
inflation, and Exeter High
School, which started con-
struction in 2003 for $50 mil-
lion. The price tag would be
roughly $91 million if built in
2026.

These financial disparities
are particularly poignant
when considering the median
household incomes — Concord
stands at $77,874, which is sim-
ilar to Exeter, while Bedford
has a considerably higher me-
dian of $151,850, according to
recent state data.

At most, the district would
see a $29 million offer in 2025,
or around $31 million if it
waited until the following year,
under the current rules. How-
ever, tax estimates for resi-
dents have been based on the
project’s receiving $40 million.

The final aid amount Con-
cord qualifies for will be deter-
mined when it reaches the
front of the line.

An estimate for the project
hasn’t been done since the dis-
trict applied in 2022, and the
application was based on
building a new school on Clin-
ton Street, a long-dead pro-
posal.

According to the New
Hampshire Department of Ed-
ucation, the maximum allow-

GEOFF FORESTER / Monitor staff
Doug Duffina, the supervisor for plant operations at the Nashua School District, shows off the new Brian S. McCarthy Middle
School. The school opened to students this fall and cost $92 million compared to $152 for Concord’s comparable project.

able cost per square foot for
calculating school building aid
in Merrimack County is $265.

However, Concord’s pro-
posal significantly exceeds this
limit, coming in near $600 per
square foot, more than double
the allowable threshold. That
calculation reduces the amount
of money the project would be
eligible to receive.

The state acknowledges
school construction could cost
more than its cap, but those
won’t be reimbursed.

“School districts, designers,
and construction firms should
understand these costs to be
the upper limit for the payment
of school building aid,” the state
guidelines advise. “They are
not intended to be an accurate
estimate for the actual cost of
construction for a particular de-
sign in current or future market
conditions.”

The price tag for Concord’s
school means school board
members are relying on build-
ing aid to buoy the cost of the
project, and leaders have
warned that waiting any
longer to build its middle
school will continue to drive up
costs — and put its ability to
get aid at risk.

Concord would only lose its
spot in line for aid if it turns
down an offer that matches or
exceeds the request in its ap-
plication.

While Concord has been
chipping away at the total cost
of the project, which was first
estimated at $176 million,
Nashua completed its multi-
school project this year under
budget.

“It was a group effort, a lot
of people involved,” Duffina
said. “I believe there are a few
bucks left over for any last-
minute things,”

Sruthi  Gopalakrishnan
can be reached at sgopalakr-
ishnan@cmonitor.com

FAQs

Q: If the school board
chose to reverse course
and rebuild at Rundlett,
could the school building
they designed for Broken
Ground go there?

A: No. The architects
would use the same input
and goals, but the floor plan
would have to be redone to
fit on the property beside
the existing school.

Q: Do they have to
build a new school?
Couldn’t part of the exist-
ing school be renovated to
reduce costs?

A:in 2017, the district
was told that renovating the
current building would cost
approximately the same
amount as building a new
school. To get more fea-
tures for roughly the same
costs, they voted in 2019 to
build anew.

Q: What will happen to
Rundlett if the move to
Broken Ground happens?

A: Nobody knows. Sev-
eral district leaders have
floated the idea of making it
the new home of the Con-
cord Regional Technical
Center, which is outgrowing
its space at Concord High.
Nothing has been decided
yet. If the district opts to
sell the building, the City of
Concord has the right of
first refusal.

Q: How does the size of
the Nashua and Concord
middle schools compare?

A: Concord’s middle
school is estimated to be
203,000 square feet, while
Nashua’s is slightly larger
at 212,000 square feet.

Q: How does the cost of
the two schools compare?

A: Nashua built its new
middle school for $92 mil-
lion and spent a total of $130
million to construct the
middle school and renovate
two others. Concord’s mid-
dle school project is esti-
mated to cost $152 million.

Q: What are some other
similarities between the
two schools?

A: Nashua has built its
middle school on undevel-
oped land. Concord has also
chosen raw land to build its
middle school. Both schools
are designed to accommo-
date similar projected en-
rollments, with Nashua
planned for 800 students
and Concord projected at
900.

Q: How does the new
Concord school compare
to other NH school con-
struction projects?

A. In the last 20 years,
state building aid applica-
tions indicate that no other
school project in New
Hampshire has approached
the cost and scale of Con-
cord’s proposed middle
school.

BREAKING NEWS

Check for updates throughout
the day at concordmonitor.com.



.

CONCORD - MONITOR

]
concordmonitor.com A Concord, New Hampshire

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 22, 2024 $1.50

CONCORD

District
special
ed costs
spiking

students with special needs
requires more staff to be hired

RETHINKING RUNDLETT: Supporters say relocating middle school balances resources,
but New American families say they feel excluded from the decision-making process

DISCUSSING EQUITY

By JEREMY MARGOLIS
Monitor staff

Over 200 students with disabili-
ties have enrolled in the Concord
School District since last summer,
an influx that has far exceeded the
district’s projections and strained its
support services.

The unexpected increase will cost
the district about $600,000 more than
anticipated in special education ex-
penses this year, district administra-
tors told school board members last
week. Last spring, the board had al-
located $28 million, or about a quar-
ter of the district’s $107.9 million
budget, to student services for this
school year.

The increased cost — which will
primarily be spent on hiring more
support staff —is not expected to
materially affect taxpayer’s rates
this year. Rather, it will primarily be
covered by deferring the planned full
payment on district transportation
and HVAC bonds, Business Adminis-
trator Jack Dunn said.

The number of Concord students
with individualized education pro-
grams, or IEPs, has increased by a
total of 124 since last summer, ac-
cording to data from the district. Two

GEOFF FORESTER / Monitor staff
Concord High student Aryn Bernado (left) talks with fellow students Alex Otterson, Riley Goodwin, Eliza Norris, and Caitlyn Borkush in

front of the Works on Main Street on Friday. SEE SPECIAL ED A2
By MICHAELA TOWFIGHI and through the district’s equity advisory “My parents, they don’t really know. My
Monitor staff committee by engaging in conversation friend’s parents also don’t know. We know
about inclusion and belonging in the district.  that they’re planning to move to school, but CONGRESSIONAL
ryn Bernardo watches Filipino telen- In her conversations with school employ-  we don’t really get that much reason, like, DISTRICT 2

ovelas to feel connected to the coun-
try her parents left just before she
was born.

She can understand Tagalog in the shows
and when her parents speak it to her at home,
but she doesn’t know how to speak the lan-
guage. As a junior at Concord High School,
she wants students from immigrant families,
like herself, to feel more included.

She’s working toward that goal as the
president of the school’s racial equity club

ees, one topic has never been broached - the
building of a new middle school in Concord
adjacent to Mill Brook and Broken Ground el-
ementary schools, where she was once a stu-
dent.

Personally, she thinks Rundlett should re-
main where it is. But she knows many friends
and neighbors who are struggling to form an
opinion. They feel left out of the discussion to
move the school despite equity being cited as
a justification for doing so.

why necessarily,” said Bernardo. “It’s all in
English. I have some friends and their fami-
lies, their first language is not English. So it’s
going to be hard for them to understand
what’s going on with these big, major
changes and there’s no other way of commu-
nication for them to know what’s happening
within their schools.”

Candidates
talk foreign
policy

SEE RETINKING RUNDLETT A6

By CHARLOTTE MATHERLY
Monitor staff
“People continue to argue, ‘oh this is better, this is better, but honestly there’s no marginalized
community voices. They're not included in the conversation. ... That makes me afraid of moving oy azng  Vilams sioge.

against Ukraine — but, she says the
U.S. has given enough aid.

“We thought, ‘Hey, with our help,
maybe the war will end pretty
fast,”” said Williams, the Republican
nominee for New Hampshire’s sec-
ond congressional district. “No. This
is the third year, and I'm still not con-
vinced.”

With the U.S.’s sizable national
debt, she said the country should fo-
cus on negotiating peace instead of
writing “blank checks.” Congress

the middle school without having conversations with families over there
and making sure that this is a positive decision for everybody.”

FISTO NDAYISHIMIYE, Concord High School graduate of 2019

Weather service seeks snow observer

complain about how much snow you get — and

since this is New Hampshire, of course you are
—now’s your chance to one-up everybody else.

With one caveat: You have to live close to Con-
cord Municipal Airport and not on a big hill.

The National Weather Service is looking for a
new official snow observer, whose tallies will be
part of the official weather record. DeAnne Fortier,

I f you’re one of those people who loves to brag or

who has been doing the job since 2004, is moving

DAVID BROOKS on.

Granite Geek

Fortier says she won’t miss the hours but she

did enjoy being the font of knowledge for friends.
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SEE GRANITE GEEK A5

has often discussed the conditions
that should be in place for Ukrainian
aid. The U.S. also created a federal

SEE FORUM A5
Monitor file
Being an official snow observer means you must to be willing

to collect measurements during some less-than-ideal times. 6 |1 5579700001 " 8
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again, nearly 70 years after a 1955 vote.
Plus, we examine the costs of the project
of what the school district isn’t saying.

ANOTHER CITY’S APPROACH

We look at how Concord’s plan compares
to other school projects in the state,
including a recently build school in
Nashua.

Even though equity was cited as a
reason to move the middle school, New
Americans say they feel left out of the
process.

IN THE CLASSROOM

Many teachers support the new site out
of a sense of urgency to get into a new

school as soon as possible because of

Rundlett’s poor learning conditions.

How will building a new middle school on the East
Side of Concord affect Memorial Field plans?
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Estimating the number of future students can be
tricky; busing them is more straightforward.
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100 randomly-selected residents responded.
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CANDIDATE FORUM AND DISCUSSION

LEARN MORE AT OUR EVENT ON OCT. 24

mThe Concord Monitor will host a two-part event on Thursday at the Concord High School auditorium that will include a forum with the six
candidates running for school board, followed by a moderated discussion about the “Rethinking Rundlett” series. The six candidates up for
election for three school board seats include Board President Pam Walsh, fellow incumbent Barb Higgins and challengers Alex Winters, Sarah

Sadowski, Joseph Scroggins and Clint Cogswell, who previously served on the board. The candidate forum will run from 6:30 to 8 p.m.
mThe candidate forum will be followed by a community discussion of the Monitor’s Rethinking Rundlett series.
mThe event is Thursday, Oct. 24, 6:30 to 9 p.m. at Concord High’s Christa McAuliffe Auditorium, 170 Warren St., Concord
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PREPARE TO VOTE

Make sure to pick up the Saturday, Nov. 2
Monitor, which will include a 2024 Election Voter
Guide. You'll find quick-glance coverage of the
major races in New Hampshire. You'll also be able
to get the same information, plus lots of previous
election coverage in our online voter guide at
concordmonitor.com.

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU: Have questions about the middle school plans? Email us at news@cmonitor.com with Rethinking Rundlett in the subject line

New American families say they feel excluded

RETINKING RUNDLETT FROM A1
‘They’re not included’

Clement Kigugu, the director of Over-
comers Refugee Services, is certain
Concord’s middle school should remain
where it is.

In the South End, the middle school,
high school and Memorial Field pro-
vide a vital hub for families near Con-
cord’s downtown.

“It connects the kids who live at the
Heights to the other side, downtown and
other kids from around. All the activities,
YMCA, Boys and Girls Clubs are down-
town. Memorial Field, the high school,”
he said. “There’s so many activities
there.”

Since 2011, Concord has welcomed
over 1,500 refugees — a third of all those
who were resettled in New Hampshire —
according to data from the state refugee
program. As a result, Concord’s overall
diversity is growing, but that growth is
clustered in certain parts of the city. Cen-
sus data shows that in 2020, the Heights
was one of the most racially diverse
neighborhoods in the state, with only 66
percent of residents identifying as “just
white.”

Mill Brook and Broken Ground ele-
mentary schools are the two most di-
verse elementary schools in the city, with
15 and 18 percent of students identified
as English as a Second Language learn-
ers, compared to the other three schools
in Concord where the population is less
than 10 percent.

While Kigugu said the district has at-
tempted to engage families, hosting a
few meetings to talk about the changes
to the middle school, the lack of an un-
derstanding about the project under-
scores a disconnect between the district
and immigrant parents.

To many, the school board, and its
subsequent power, are unfamiliar. Words
like “charter amendment” are a for-
eign concept to most. Without any en-
gagement, which he emphasizes is mu-
tual, it’s hard for immigrant parents to
think of the school and their own influ-
ence beyond their kids in a classroom.

“We as New Americans, we need to
learn the school system, how it works,”
he said. “Also the school district needs to
learn about the New American culture.”

Fisto Ndayishimiye graduated from
Concord High School in 2019 after immi-
grating to New Hampshire from the
Democratic Republic of Congo.

He could be convinced about relocat-
ing the middle school. A community or-
ganizer leading a group called Change
For Concord, Ndayishimiye has long
been a strong proponent of building out
resources in the Heights. To him, the
current epicenter of Concord’s down-
town only reinforced racial and eco-
nomic segregation.

But he hasn’t heard a compelling ar-
gument to relocate the school from the
school district. In fact, he’s heard little
from school leaders and knows that fami-
lies in Concord’s immigrant community
have heard even less.

To him, that effort needs to span
school board meetings or information
sessions at the district offices across
town. School leaders should meet immi-
grant families where they’re at — attend-
ing a church service over the weekend or
hosting events in the Heights outside of
working hours, with facilitators present.

“People continue to argue, ‘oh this is
better, this is better,” but honestly there’s
no marginalized community voices.
They’re not included in the conversa-
tion,” he said. “That makes me afraid of
moving the middle school without hav-
ing conversations with families over
there and making sure that this is a pos-
itive decision for everybody.”

Outreach and understanding

To kick off the school year, Concord
School District invited parents to Keach

-
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Pastor Clement Kigugu believes the school should stay where it is.

Park for a back-to-school night.

Ahead of the event, Charm Emiko —
who founded Project S.T.0.R.Y., an orga-
nization that supports immigrant chil-
dren in Concord - saw dozens of fliers,
posts online and direct outreach to fami-
lies to attend.

And those efforts worked.

At the park, staff answered enroll-
ment questions and helped families con-
nect to pediatricians and understand
medical records required to attend
school.

For educators at Broken Ground and
Mill Brook, the event is the first step in
connecting with families during the
school year.

“All the resources were there, all the
people were there,” said Kyle Repucci,
the Broken Ground principal. “It was
great that they could actually meet some
folks that they were going to work with
later.”

Throughout the year, home-to-school
liaisons in each school will visit with fam-
ilies — getting to know students and par-
ents in their space and forming a con-
nection they hope leads to more familiar-
ity and engagement.

“We meet them where they’re at...
just sit with them and talk with them and
see how they’re doing,” said Ruth
Christino, the liaison at Broken Ground.
“You know, get to know their children
and carry it into school.”

The outreach for events like Keach
Park night is what Emiko wished the dis-
trict would have employed for the middle
school relocation. To her; it’s proof that
they can, and do, break language barri-
ers to engage families.

In this instance, though, that didn’t
happen.

“There has been nothing to my knowl-
edge done to help educate other commu-
nities that necessarily, English is not a
first language,” she said. “When I asked
some of my families about it they’re a lit-
tle confused, especially if they don’t have
a child at the middle school. They have
really no idea or they don’t even know
that’s going on.”

‘Easy for everbody’

For 17 years at Concord High School,
Ghana Sharma walked students through
algebraic equations and geometric
proofs as a math tutor - in his official ca-
pacity at least.

As one of the only New American em-
ployees, though, his job included more
than math. In a school district where 17
languages are spoken in addition to En-
glish, students need teachers with simi-
lar lived experiences.

On any given day Sharma translated
forms, served as an interpreter and pro-
vided direct outreach to families who
may not know how the public school sys-
tem works otherwise. This year, he was
relocated to Beaver Meadow Elemen-
tary School.

He immigrated to the United States
as a refugee in 2009 with his wife. His
two children attended Concord schools
—one graduated and is now in college
while the other is a freshman at Concord
High School.

“As a parent of a New American stu-
dent, employment diversity is one of the
most important things,” he said. “If we
do that it will be easy for everybody.”

For families in the district, where En-
glish isn’t their first language, inter-
preters are available for school meet-
ings, back-to-school nights and other
events through Language Bank, a trans-
lation service in Manchester. Parents
can also set a default language for online
communication with the district.

These tools help the school system
connect with parents, said Sharma. At
the end of the day, though, there are still
gaps that can only be filled by hiring peo-
ple who are able to directly relate to and
engage with immigrant families.

“So many things, cultural ways of
speaking, the native dialog, and there
are so many things going on, right?” he
said. “That’s why I think employment di-
versity is the conclusion.”

The bureaucracy of a school board
and decisions made beyond the class-
room curriculum are not of concern to
many families, said Sharma. In many
ways, families don’t care where a new
school is built, as long as they feel con-
nected to and supported by staff.

“That doesn’t impact the New Ameri-
can families wherever the school is,” he
said.

And he can be more blunt about it,
too.

“As a refugee student, I went to a
school made out of bamboo. When there
is rain, no school that day,” he said.
“Quality of education is what matters,
not the school building.”

Bernardo commuted downtown daily
to Rundlett from the Heights with no
problem. Preserving the South End loca-
tion is a shared opinion she feels is vocal
among her classmates, but not acknowl-
edged by school board members or dis-
trict leaders.

The relocation decision, though,
opens a larger door to talk about equity
in the district — and her list of improve-
ments for Concord schools is plentiful.

She’d like to see social students’ cur-
riculum adjusted to be more inclusive
and Advanced Placement African Ameri-
can History introduced as a course.
These are all topics her club works on
weekly.

And she echos Sharma’s focus. Re-
gardless of a school’s location, without
educators of color employed by the dis-
trict, she only sees herself reflected in a
few.

“I would love to see more diversity in
our staff,” she said. “The only diversity I
really see is within our cleaning custodi-
ans, which is really sad to see.”

FAQs

Q: Are New American families being engaged in the
planning process for a new Concord middle school?

A: Non-native English-speaking families have expressed
feeling excluded from the decision-making process. Key in-
formation has largely been communicated in English only,
making it difficult for families whose first language is not
English to fully understand or participate in discussions
around the new middle school.

Q: What role does diversity and equity play in the deci-
sion-making and planning for the new school?

A: While diversity and inclusion are among the district’s
stated priorities, families and community leaders are con-
cerned that these principles are not being fully integrated
into the planning process. Many have noted the lack of out-
reach to culturally diverse communities, which they feel per-
petuates a disconnect between district leaders and families
of color.

Q: What are some potential benefits of relocating the
middle school from the South End of Concord to the East
Side?

A: Supporters of the relocation believe that placing the
middle school in East Concord could lead to greater invest-
ment in the Heights area, such as improved infrastructure,
new sidewalks, and better traffic patterns. They see this as a
necessary step to make the city more accessible and equi-
table for all residents.

Q: What are some potential drawbacks of relocating
the middle school?

A: Community leaders have raised concerns about relo-
cating the middle school as they fear it will cut off transporta-
tion to Concord’s downtown for families. Memorial Field, the
YMCA and the Boys and Girls Club are a few of many facili-
ties middle school students access near Rundlett’s current
location in the South end.

Q: What is the distance between the current Rundlett
site and the proposed new location near Broken Ground?
A: The two sites are just over 5 miles apart. Relocating
the middle school to East Concord means the new school
will sit on the other side of the city, across the Merrimack

River.

Q: How many students in the Concord School District
are English Language Learners?

A: Mill Brook and Broken Ground elementary schools
have the highest percentage of English Language Learners,
non-native speaking students, with 15 and 18 percent re-
spectively in 2023. The remaining three elementary schools
- and Rundlett Middle School and Concord High School - all
have populations of less than 10 percent.

Q: What are the demographic breakdowns of schools
in Concord?

A: Mill Brook and Broken Ground elementary schools are
the city’s most diverse, with 68.5 percent and 72 percent of
students identifying as white, respectively. At Mill Brook 18
percent of students are Black and less than 10 percent are
Asian or Pacific Islander. At Broken Ground, 15 percent of
the student body is Black, less than 10 percent are Asian or
Pacific Islander and less than 10 percent Hispanic or Latino.
At the three other elementary schools — Christa McAullife,
Beaver Meadow and Abbott Downing — over 84 percent of
students identify as white.

Q: How many refugees have resettled in New Hamp-
shire?

A: Since 2011, 4,574 people have resettled in New Hamp-
shire, with one-third of that population, just over 1,500, mov-
ing to the Concord area. Immigration numbers hovered just
above or below 200 from 2011 to 2016 before declining
rapidly, to as low as 14 in 2020, before spiking again at 81 in
2022. Last year, 25 people resettled in Concord.

Q: What support is available in school for non-native
English speaking students?

A: All schools in Concord have programming for English
Language Learners that caters to all levels of English profi-
ciency. “Push-in” instruction is available for students, where
ELL teachers are in the classroom assisting material or stu-
dents participate in “pullout” instruction, where they meet
in small groups outside of class.

Q: What support is available for non-native English
speaking parents?

A: All online communication from the school district can
be translated with the use of Parent Square, the platform
Concord uses to share announcements and other informa-
tion. For in person school events, like back to school night,
parents can request translators through the Language
Bank, a translation service based in Manchester. Home-
school liaisons also make visits to students houses to learn
more about the families and connect with parents in their
own space.
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RETHINKING RUNDLETT: Concord residents divided on reversing the middle school site
vote, but united in support of ballot questions to take power away from school board

MEASURED DECISIONS

—

-——
|
|

' \a !\b
—l _F

.,

GEOFF FORESTER—Monitor staff

Former Concord School Board member Mary Blaisdell was part of the Rundlett Middle School survey. Blaisdell served on the board when
her sons were in school in the 1980s.

By JEREMY MARGOLIS
Monitor staff

An overwhelming majority of
Concord residents support strip-
ping the Concord School Board of

MONITOR POLL

Nine Monitor journalists set out to better understand how Concord residents view the decision to move the city’s

some of its power, yet residents are

split on whether the decision to
build a new middle school about six
miles away from the current loca-
tion should be reversed, a Monitor

poll found.

Seventy-four percent of resi-
dents said the school board should

In general, should moving
a school building require
voter approval?

74%

be required to get voter approval
for all school building moves or
property sales. Currently, the au-
tonomous school district can make
those decisions unilaterally, but a
pair of charter amendments on the
November ballot would change
that. The support expressed in the

Monitor poll surpasses the 60%
threshold required for the amend-

ments’ passage.

“I know some of the people on
the school board. I know they’re

21%

5%

elected, but they still have to an-

No Yes Undecided

SEE POLL A5

Should the decision to build
at the Broken Ground site
be reversed now?

35% 349

31%

No Yes Undecided

middle school from the South End to near Broken Ground elementary school on the East side. We spoke with 100
residents at their homes on 36 randomly selected streets in nine of the 10 city wards (Ward 1 is primarily aligned
with the Merrimack Valley School District). More charts from the poll at concordmonitor.com.

Which location should
have been picked for the
new school?

44%

35%

Broken Rundlett Undecided

Ground

Teachers express sense of urgency

They favor Broken Ground site
for faster construction schedule
to build new middle school

By JEREMY MARGOLIS
Monitor staff

Rundlett Middle School’s three
eighth-grade science teachers have
grown accustomed to nature’s intru-
sions.

Last year, a bird laid six eggs in
the exhaust pipe connected to Amy
Schaeffner’s fume hood. When the
nest grew too heavy, the pipe broke

»¢ aetrex

and a baby bird’s leg burst through
her classroom’s ceiling.

“We ended up doing a rescue mis-
sion; 'm gonna just leave it at that,”
Schaeffner said in an interview.

After a science lab that involved
pumpkin seeds, plants began to
sprout from the sinks in science
teachers Michelle Ruopp’s and
Sarah Grant’s classrooms.

Schaeffner, Ruopp, and Grant
have also fended off more traditional
pests, including termites, cock-
roaches, and bees. And when rain

SEE TEACHERS A6
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Rundlett
science
teacher
Michelle
Ruopp has to
use the lower
turn-off valve
to shut off the
eyewash
station in her
classroom on
Monday.
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Biden
draws

crowd
at NHT1

At Concord event, young voters
look ahead to engaging with a
new, more relatable ticket

By MICHAELA TOWFIGHI
Monitor staff

Danielle Feole knew the drill tak-
ing her son Joey, 6, to see President
Joe Biden.

The wait to hear the president
would be long, so she packed an iPad
and Grey, the stuffed animal wolf
that’s attached to her son’s hip.

The afternoon in Concord would
be memorable - Joey, with a gap
tooth smile absent two front teeth,
put on a tie and a button down shirt —
to join hundreds of others at NHTI to
see the sitting president.

“I just want him to be aware of
the world and the different issues,”
she said. “And know that he has a
voice and I want him to be in-
volved.”

Feole, 44, drove up to Concord
from Salem to see Biden alongside
U.S. Sen. Bernie Sanders and mem-
bers of New Hampshire’s federal
delegation.

Biden painted a grim picture of
healthcare in America. In the richest
country in the world, people lay in
bed at night, stressing over unex-
pected medical bills and high health-
care costs, he said.

“It’s not capitalism. It is exploita-

tion,” Biden said. “When Big
SEE BIDEN A2
ALLENSTOWN

Rail trail adds
to recreation
in the region

By RACHEL WACHMAN
Monitor staff

Sunlight streamed through the
trees and gravel crunched underfoot
as a small group of town officials
gathered at the entrance of Allen-
stown’s new mile-long rail trail con-
necting to Hooksett.

After a year and a half of work
clearing the trail, laying new ground
material, and rebuilding three
wooden bridges along the path, the
town celebrated the trail’s opening
on Monday afternoon. The former
rail bed offers a wide, flat path
through the trees for people looking
to get a breath of fresh air.

“It provides a spot where our resi-
dents can go and walk and exercise
and be outdoors, whether by them-
selves or with their children, without

SEE ALLENSTOWN A4
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THE RETHINKING RUNDLETT SERIES

A divisive school decision in Concord,
again, nearly 70 years after a 1955 vote.
Plus, we examine the costs of the project
of what the school district isn’t saying.

ANOTHER CITY’S APPROACH

We look at how Concord’s plan compares
to other school projects in the state,
including a recently build school in
Nashua.

Even though equity was cited as a
reason to move the middle school, New
Americans say they feel left out of the
process.

IN THE CLASSROOM

Many teachers support the new site out
of a sense of urgency to get into a new
school as soon as possible because of
Rundlett’s poor learning conditions.

How will building a new middle school on the East
Side of Concord affect Memorial Field plans?

THE ROAD TO SCHOOL

Estimating the number of future students can be
tricky; busing them is more straightforward.

RESIDENT POLL

We conducted a citywide poll. Here’s how
100 randomly-selected residents responded.

CANDIDATE FORUM AND DISCUSSION

LEARN MORE AT OUR EVENT ON OCT. 24

mThe Concord Monitor will host a two-part event on Thursday at the Concord High School auditorium that will include a forum with the six
candidates running for school board, followed by a moderated discussion about the “Rethinking Rundlett” series. The six candidates up for
election for three school board seats include Board President Pam Walsh, fellow incumbent Barb Higgins and challengers Alex Winters, Sarah
Sadowski, Joseph Scroggins and Clint Cogswell, who previously served on the board. The candidate forum will run from 6:30 to 8 p.m.

mThe candidate forum will be followed by a community discussion of the Monitor’s Rethinking Rundlett series.

mThe event is Thursday, Oct. 24, 6:30 to 9 p.m. at Concord High’s Christa McAuliffe Auditorium, 170 Warren St., Concord
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PREPARE TO VOTE

Make sure to pick up the Saturday, Nov. 2
Monitor, which will include a 2024 Election Voter
Guide. You'll find quick-glance coverage of the
major races in New Hampshire. You'll also be able
to get the same information, plus lots of previous
election coverage in our online voter guide at
concordmonitor.com.

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU: Have questions about the middle school plans? Email us at news@cmonitor.com with Rethinking Rundlett in the subject line

Rethlnkmg Rundlett: Concord residents polled

POLL FROM A1

swer to the public,” said Steve
Sawyer, 67, a poll respondent
from Ward 10 who supports the
charter amendments. “I'm in
real estate and do a lot of con-
struction, and line-by-line they
show where the money’s going.
If they could do that here, then I
think people would have a bet-
ter feeling on building the new
school.”

While some have framed the
amendments as a referendum
on the school board’s controver-
sial decision last December to
relocate the middle school to 24
acres of raw land near the Bro-
ken Ground and Mill Brook
schools, residents are split on
whether the decision should be
reversed now, with about 35%
saying they are in favor going
back, 31% who support the deci-
sion and 34% who said they
weren’t sure.

Of the 31% who say they sup-
port moving the middle school
to the city’s east side, 21%
agreed with the initial decision,
while 10% disagreed or were un-
decided on it but don’t want to
see it reversed now.

Clara Dietel, 43, a mother of
two from Ward 5, didn’t have a
strong opinion on the initial de-
cision but doesn’t want to see it
flipped now.

“I feel the decision’s been
made,” Dietel said. “At this
point, I don’t think either of my
kids will be able to benefit, but
I’d just rather see it get built.”

The Monitor’s poll results
are based on the answers of 100
residents to a 15-question poll
administered from Oct. 1 to 10.
Streets in every city ward — ex-
cept Ward 1, which is primarily
in the Merrimack Valley School
District - were randomly se-
lected and reporters went door-
to-door. In all, residents resid-
ing on 36 different streets were
polled. (More information about
the methodology of the poll is
below.)

The results show that 44% of
residents believe the Concord
school district erred when it se-
lected Broken Ground for the
site of its next middle school. Of
those who had made up their
minds, twice as many residents
opposed the initial decision as
supported it — but due to the
number of people who were still
undecided, it was short of a ma-
jority of those surveyed.

While a vocal group of resi-
dents have protested the deci-
sion made late last year to build
the district’s new middle school
on the city’s east side rather
than next to its current location
in the city’s south end, it’s far
from a small minority.

Importantly, = while the
amendments were motivated by
frustration over the middle
school location decision, it re-
mains unclear whether their
passage would trigger a vote on
the location of the project itself.
The language of the first ques-
tion requires a district-wide
vote when a school is “relo-
cated.”

School board members have
argued that since the vote to re-
locate the middle school was
taken last December, the
amendment would not apply
retroactively to the middle
school even though the design

and bond for the project have
not been approved. That asser-
tion could end up being chal-
lenged in court if the amend-
ments pass.

The actual question on the
ballot reads, “No Concord pub-
lic school existing as of January
1, 2024, including but not limited
to the district’s middle school,
(Rundlett Middle School), shall
be relocated from the parcel on
which it was situated as of Jan-
uary 1, 2024, to be rebuilt or re-
placed elsewhere, without an af-
firmative simple majority vote
of Concord School District vot-
ers voting on the question rati-
fying such relocation.”

Other notable findings

Respondents’ family status,
age, and household income -
factors that are interrelated —
all affected sentiment on the ini-
tial decision to relocate the mid-
dle school.

® A higher percentage of peo-
ple without children (48% op-
posed) currently attending Con-
cord schools were opposed to
the initial decision than people
with children (33% opposed).
Those with children in fourth
grade or lower — the students
who would attend the new mid-
dle school under the current
timeline — were in fact slightly
more opposed to the decision
than those who had children in
the older grades exclusively.

B Residents who were 65 or
older were nearly twice as likely
to oppose the initial decision
(57% oppoisition) as residents
who were between 18 and 34
(33% opposition).

mResidents with a household
income below the median in
Concord of $80,000 were 12 per-
centage points more likely to op-
pose the initial location decision
(51% opposition) than residents
with a household income above
the median (39% opposition).

Opposition to the initial deci-
sion varied by ward - though
sample sizes for ward-level data
are quite small with the Monitor
surveying between 8 and 16 peo-
ple per ward.

® Ward 7, which includes
Rundlett, was the most strongly
opposed (64% opposition) of the
nine wards in which the poll was
conducted.

® Ward 10, which is one of
Concord’s largest geographic
voting areas but also includes

GEOFF FORESTER / Monitor staff
Steven Sawyer grew up in Nashua and moved into a new school
before graduating in 1977. He raised his children in Concord
and believes a new school near Broken Ground will afford the
students the modern technology they need, just like he got
back in the 1970s.

Broken Ground, was evenly
split (38% opposition and sup-
port; 25% undecided).

B Ward 3 was the only ward in
which supporters of the initial
decision outnumbered oppo-
nents (45% support versus 9%
opposition).

Generally, the survey found
that opinions on the charter
amendments were tied to opin-
ions on the initial decision.

B Those who opposed the ini-
tial decision overwhelmingly
supported the charter amend-
ments (93% support), while
those who supported or were
undecided on the initial location
were about evenly split on the
charter amendments (52% sup-
port).

B People without children in
the district were more likely to
support the charter amend-
ments (79% support) than peo-
ple with children currently or
expected to be in the school dis-
trict (59% support).

The charter amendment bal-
lot questions may not necessar-
ily be the referendums on the
middle school location some are
making them out to be.

B While three-quarters of re-
spondents support passage of
the charter amendments, only
35% support reversing the mid-
dle school location decision
now.

B Put another way, 42% of re-
spondents both support the
amendments and either oppose
or have no opinion on reversing
the middle school location deci-
sion.

Respondents were asked
how important the following
four factors of the middle school
project were to them: the cost,
the location, the environmental
impact, and the duration of con-
struction.

® Overall, the environmental
impact and cost were most im-
portant (3.77 and 3.73 ona1to5
scale, respectively), while the
duration was the least impor-
tant (2.81).

B Surprisingly, the duration
was the least important factor
even for families of children who
would attend the new school un-
der the current timeline. More-
over, it was not any more impor-
tant to them than to respon-
dents at-large.

Methodology
In consultation with the

UNH Survey Center, the Moni-
tor devised its methodology and
decided an in-person survey
was the best choice instead of
other methods, like a phone poll
or mailed questionnaire.

Street names were random-
ized within each ward (exclu-
sive of Ward 1, which was omit-
ted from the poll because it is
primarily in the Merrimack Val-
ley School District). Starting at
the top of the randomized list,
reporters then went door-to-
door, moving to the next street
once they had received five re-
sponses or they had reached the
street’s end. Streets that were
very rural or were primarily
commercial were generally
skipped.

Reporters explained to those
who answered their doors that
they were conducting an anony-
mous poll about the middle
school project on behalf of the
Monitor. (Though the responses
to the poll were anonymous, re-
spondents were asked at the
end of the poll whether they
would be willing to be contacted
by a reporter in the future to
share their views publicly.)

Even if respondents were not
aware the school district was in
the process of building a new
middle school (16% of respon-
dents), the reporter still pro-
ceeded with the poll. The re-
porter asked the questions ver-
bally, filling out the answers on a
Google form.

The goal was to get 11 re-
sponses in each ward, though
some wards proved easier than
others. Between 8 and 16 re-
sponses were collected in each
ward, for a total of 100 re-
sponses. Weighting responses
based off ward-level participa-
tion in the most recent election
did not dramatically skew re-
sults.

This method presented a
number of limitations. First,
while it incorporates random-
ness, it is not totally random be-
cause certain streets were
deemed inaccessible and thus
skipped. The survey was gener-
ally conducted between 4 p.m.
and 7 p.m. on weeknights, which
excludes those who are not
home during that time period.
Apartment buildings were also
more likely to be inaccessible
than one-family homes. Lastly,
the Monitor was unable to ad-
minister the survey in lan-
guages other than English.

Though the survey samples
were collected fairly uniformly,
wards are not evenly repre-
sented in elections. In 2023, for
example, 20% of votes in the
school board election came
from Ward 5, while 5% came
from Ward 2. When analyzing
the data, the Monitor consid-
ered weighting responses ac-
cording to participation in the
2023 election but found that do-
ing so did not significantly alter
results. As a result, the results
reported are unweighted.

Responses to the Monitor’s
poll were collected by Geoff
Forester, Sruthi Gopalakrish-
nan, Jeremy Margolis, Char-
lotte  Matherly, Catherine
McLaughlin, Alexander Rapp,
Michaela Towfighi, Jonathan
Van Fleet and Rachel Wach-
man. The poll design and analy-
sis was completed by Jeremy
Margolis.

FAQs

Q: Why did the Monitor decide to conduct a city-
wide poll?

A: Vocal criticism of the school board’s decision to
build a new middle school on the Broken Ground site
has dominated discussion on this issue. We wanted to
glean how widely these views were represented in the
city. We decided a random survey was the best way to
do so.

Q: What do the poll results tell us?

A: Residents are about evenly split on whether the
middle school decision should be reversed. The most
uniform agreement came with respect to the charter
amendments, which nearly three-quarters of respon-
dents supported.

Q: What’s the deal with these charter amend-
ments?

A: A group of residents frustrated by the decision to
relocate the middle school gathered enough signa-
tures to put two questions on district voters’ ballots
that would strip the school board of some of its auton-
omy. Notably, neither amendment would automatically
reverse the decision to build the new middle school at
the Broken Ground site, but one of them could prompt
a separate district-wide vote on the location. More on
that below.

Q: What do the amendments say?

A: The first question says: “No Concord public
school existing as of January 1, 2024, including but not
limited to the District's middle school, (Rundlett Mid-
dle School), shall be relocated from the parcel on
which it was situated as of January 1, 2024, to be re-
built or replaced elsewhere, without an affirmative
simple majority vote of Concord School District voters
voting on the question ratifying such relocation.

The second charter amendment says: “No parcel of
real property owned by the Concord School District,
larger than one acre, shall be sold, gifted, or ex-
changed by the District without an affirmative simple
majority vote of Concord School District voters voting
on the question.”

Q: What do the amendments mean in plain En-
glish?

The first amendment would require a majority vote
of school district residents whenever the district
wishes to move a school from one location to another.
The second amendment would require a majority vote
whenever the school district wishes to get rid of land it
owns that is larger than one acre.

Q: What are the arguments for the charter
amendments?

A: The Concord School Board is the only fully au-
tonomous school board in the state, meaning it can set
its budget without getting approval from voters or the
city council. While these amendments would not
change that, supporters argue they would give resi-
dents some say over major decisions the board makes.

Q: What are the arguments against the charter
amendments?

A: Opponents of the amendments argue that school
board members are elected to make decisions that of-
ten require significant research and subject-matter
expertise. They say these amendments would slow
down processes and could place the district in a bind
in the event of an emergency, such as a building fire.

Q: What threshold is required for the amend-
ments’ passage?

A: The amendments require 60% approval. This is
higher than the 50% threshold set out in state law.

Q: If the amendments are approved, what effect
will they have on the location of the next middle
school?

A: That’s still unclear. The school board contends
that the decision has already been made and that
charter amendments can’t be applied retroactively.
The opponents of the Broken Ground site argue that
though the school board has decided to move the
school, the move itself has not taken place yet.

Q: Would passage of the charter amendments
delay the middle school project?

A: If the amendment pass the school board chal-
lenges the results in court, it would result in some de-
lay. Even if the board decided against litigating, a vote
on the middle school location would have to be sched-
uled, unless the board decides to reverse course and
rebuild at Rundlett. If it decided to reverse course, the
project would be delayed since some of the design
work already underway would have to be redone.
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Current Rundlett Mlddle School teachers express sense of urgency

TEACHERS FROM A1

falls, it is water rather than liv-
ing creatures that seeps
through the roof’s openings.

“If we abandon this build-
ing, I think nature will take it
back,” Shaeffner predicted.

Proponents of building
Concord’s new middle school
at the Broken Ground site
have touted the outdoor edu-
cational opportunities the ru-
ral location will unlock. While
those opportunities excite the
eighth-grade science teaching
trio, their more immediate de-
sire is simpler: a building
where interactions with the
natural world occur on the
teachers’ own terms, rather
than at the whims of animals
and weather.

Amid the frenzied debate
over the location of the middle
school project, the views of
Rundlett’s teachers have at
times gone overlooked. Five
middle school teachers inter-
viewed for this story framed
their support for the Broken
Ground location as primarily
motivated by the urgency of
the need for a new building,
rather than by any intrinsic
quality of the site.

“We’re working in a place
that’s just falling down around
us,” Ruopp said.

Reversing course on the
new middle school’s location
and rebuilding it next to the
current school would likely de-
lay the project’s completion by
three years, until 2030, a rep-
resentative from the school
district’s construction man-
agement firm predicted this
month.

That type of information
contradicts what the school
district has said about building
at the South Street location
previously — in 2017 HMFH ar-
chitects told the school board
that construction of a new
school at the Rundlett site
could take three years and
four months and cost $75 mil-
lion. The district’s current
plan calls for constructing a
200,000 square foot school with
new athletic fields on 24 acres
of raw land on the city’s East
side for $152 million. For com-
parison, the current Rundlett
school is about 150,000 square
feet and sitsjust under 20
acres of land, which includes

playing fields.

Ruopp, who lives near
Rundlett and has young chil-
dren, had initially looked for-
ward to the prospect of work-
ing within walking distance of
her kids while they attend Ab-

bott-Downing Elementary
School, which is next to
Rundlett.

“But my viewpoint has
completely changed because I
think if there’s going to be a
delay, that is way worse,”
Ruopp said. “We need the new
school. That takes priority
over any personal preference I
have over just being close to
my kids.”

If the district were to re-
build at Rundlett, teachers
also expressed grave con-
cerns about the prospect of
contending with construction-
related disruptions for multi-
ple years on top of the daily
building-related  challenges
they already face.

“Hearing these vehicles
backing up, beeping all the
time, and jackhammers and
concrete, it would be insanely
challenging,” Rundlett lan-
guage arts teacher Linda

Senior Real Estate Specialist SRES 7

When Should You Sell Your Home?

Susan Roemer is Specially Trained

O’Rourke said.

At the current Rundlett lo-
cation, the footprint of the new
school would likely come
within 30 feet of the existing
school, school board President
Pamela Walsh has said. The
project would also be built on
the middle school’s playing
fields, and new fields would
presumably not become avail-
able until after the current
building was demolished.

The structural, safety, and
accessibility issues of
Rundlett, which opened as a
junior high school in 1957, are
fairly well-documented and
even those who disagree on
the project’s planned location
admit the district needs a new
middle school.

But teachers and district
administrators said the public
may not appreciate the depths
of the issues and the reality of

GEOFF FORESTER—Monitor staff
Rundlett science teachers Michelle Ruopp, left, and Sarah Grant, center, look up on Monday
as fellow teacher Amy Schaeffner points to the area where water comes through and where
a bird laid six eggs in her classroom.

what another seven years in
the current building could look
like.

Already this year, the dis-
trict’s custodial team has re-
placed at least 300 ceiling tiles,
principal Jay Richard said.
Temperatures in the build-
ing’s classrooms can soar into
the 90s. Limits on the school’s
facilities mean certain educa-
tional opportunities pass stu-
dents by.

Somayeh Kashi, an art and
technology education teacher,
said her students don’t have
access to a computer lab for
their tech ed classes. And her
classroom has about four out-
lets, which means students
are out of luck when their
Chromebooks lose power.

The state of the building is
“appalling,” Kashi said. “Kids
are supposed to come in here
and learn. And this is the capi-
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tal of the state —
barrassing.”

Though it was far from her
primary rationale for support-
ing the Broken Ground site,
Kashi said she would love to
take advantage of the land-
scape drawing opportunities
that the 120 acres of city-
owned forest in close proxim-
ity to the Broken Ground site
would afford. She also said the
natural setting could benefit
students’ and staff’s mental
health.

The eighth-grade science
teachers likewise expressed
excitement at the opportuni-
ties for outdoor lab work.

“We do try to take the kids
outside now when we can, but
there’s literally a dirt field be-
hind our rooms over here, and
if it rains it’s all muddy, and
there’s not a lot of vegetation,
and it’s all playing fields,”
Schaeffner said. “So to get to
any wooded areas from here is
kind of a management night-
mare, honestly.”

The equity argument in fa-
vor of the Broken Ground site
—that having a school closer to
where many of the city’s New
Americans and students of
color live would benefit them —
did not come up in interviews.
Eighteen percent and 15% of
the students at the two ele-
mentary schools next to the
planned site — Broken Ground

it’s really em-

and Mill Brook - are English
language learners, respec-
tively, compared to less than
10% at the other three elemen-
tary schools, according to data
from the Department of Edu-
cation.

The two schools collec-
tively enroll about half of the
K-5 students in the district so
moving the middle school
within walking distance of
them would effectively create
a second district campus with
as many students as Concord
High. (District administrators
have said construction would
not materially disrupt the ele-
mentary schools because the
distance to the planned middle
school is significantly further
than the distance would be if
the district instead rebuilt
next to Rundlett.)

But neither the equity nor
the outdoor opportunities ar-
guments drove the teachers’
support for the Broken
Ground site, which was wholly
motivated by the urgency for a
new building they feel daily.

“At this point, I just really
feel like I don’t care what you
think about the location,”
Kashi said. “It just needs to
happen at this point. We can-
not continue to postpone this

any further.”

Jeremy Margolis can be
contacted at jmargolis@
cmonitor.com.
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A warning comes home to roost

Parents, teachers and former school board
president say charter amendments are the
wrong approach to middle school decision

By CATHERINE McLAUGHLIN
Monitor staff

Kass Ardinger saw this coming.

Board seemed poised to relocate the middle
school across the river, she issued a warning.

More than 100 people had turned out to the
meeting, urging the board to rebuild Rundlett Mid-
dle School where it currently is. While the board
had held hearings over the last few months, it was
clear to Ardinger that the public didn’t understand
the opinion of the board, that the Broken Ground
location in East Concord would be better.

If the board moved forward, she knew people
would respond by trying to change the school
Last December, when the Concord School board’s autonomous power. She knew this because

What do the charter
amendments mean?

We've heard from several Concord residents who
are confused by the wording of the charter
amendments on the Nov. 5 ballot. Monitor
reporter Jeremy Margolis breaks them down in
plain English. Story, Page A6

SEE VOTE A5

CRIMSON TIDE: Playing sports and participating in marching band offers skills
and life lessons for students they don’t want to give up, despite the time challenges

CHIP GRIFFIN / Photos by Chip

Sebastian Telus (35) is a freshman tight end for the Crimson Tide and a saxophone player in the marching band.

DIFFERENT KIND OF PLAY

By ALEXANDER RAPP
Monitor staff

t halftime of Concord High
A School’s football games, the

team huddles around the
coach as it retools its attack.

But a few players like linemen Ja-
cob Breau, Damon Corbett, and Ja-
coby Cruz get no rest at half. These
football players switch mental gears
from hard-nosed play to focused mu-
sical moves within a few minutes as
the marching band rolls onto the
field, all while still wearing full pads.

These players aren’t the only ath-
letes out there marching and switch-
ing gears quickly, as others hop off
the bus from a game elsewhere and
run out in the nick of time.

At Concord High School, more
than half of the Crimson Tide’s
marching band participates in an
athletic program at junior varsity or

varsity levels, breaking the stereo-
type that sports is for “jocks” and
band is for “geeks.”

Ditching a helmet for a trombone
isn’t a huge switch for Breau when
he looks at it from the broader per-
spective of being part of a school
community.

“I feel like we’re all connected be-
cause we all know we all put in a
bunch of time and effort into what
we do,” said Breau, a senior. “Play-
ing an instrument takes a lot of time
and effort, and we all understand
that.”

Band directors Gabe Cohen and
Brin Cowette work to eliminate
stereotypes and barriers by commu-
nicating with coaches and students
to ensure players will be able to at-
tend and participate in band and
athletics events with ease.

SEE BAND A8

“Playing in a long show, like having that focus,
you feel like it helps to your mental endurance
when you're in the game.”

JACOBY CRUZ, Concord High junior football player and band member

CHIP GRIFFIN / Photos by Chip

Ramon Reynolds plays the saxophone at halftime
while the rest of the team goes into the locker
room to game-plan.
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Five
pledge
to heed

majority

Ballot questions need 60% to
pass but most candidates say
they will follow simple majority

By CHARLOTTE MATHERLY
Monitor staff

Five out of six school board candi-
dates pledged to respect a majority
vote on the ballot referendums that
will face Concord voters on Nov. 5
- even if the measures fail to reach
the 60% threshold to amend the
school district’s charter.

The votes, which were born out of
the controversial decision to relocate
Rundlett Middle School but would ap-
ply more broadly to future projects,
will determine whether the school
board has to seek voter ap-
proval when it wants to move a
school and when it wants to sell a
substantial piece of property.

“A majority vote on the charter
amendments would indicate frac-
tured public trust in this decision, to
me,” Sarah Sadowski, one of the
challengers, said at a forum hosted
by the Monitor on Thursday. “It is ex-
tremely important and on the minds
of voters in this community. I am
‘team revisit’ all the way anyway, be-
cause I think this has been a flawed

public process.”

Four other candidates - cur-
rent board member Barb Higgins
and three challengers, for-

mer board member Clint Cogswell,

SEE FORUM A4

FRANKLIN

Past mayor
fined for
deleted email

By MICHAELA TOWFIGHI
Monitor staff

Former Franklin mayor Jo Brown
was fined by a judge Friday for using
a private email account for official
city business after she did not pro-
duce all requested documents in an
ongoing lawsuit filed by a business
owner against the city.

Miriam Kovacs, owner of the Bro-
ken Spoon, filed a lawsuit in 2023 ac-
cusing city staff and the police de-
partment of failing to protect her af-
ter she was targeted by a neo-Nazi
organization the summer prior and
violated her right to free speech by
retaliating against her after she pub-

SEE FRANKLIN A6
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Five of six candidates say they will honor majority vote on amendments

FORUM FROM A1

disaster restoration project
manager Joseph  Scroggins
and attorney Andrew Winters
—all agreed.

Several of them said
they’re running on a mission
to rethink the Rundlett deci-
sion no matter what.

Pam Walsh, the current
school board president, was
the only candidate who didn’t
commit either way.

“I would have to wait and
look at what the cost would be,
what it might mean for build-
ing aid and evaluate all of
those things,” Walsh said.
“The charter amendment ac-
tually leads to a more expen-
sive project.”

Cogswell and Walsh said
they don’t support the refer-
endums. Scroggins and Win-
ters do, calling for more
checks on school board au-
thority and more connectivity
with the City Council. Higgins
said she doesn’t approve of
the specifics but supports
them if that’s what con-
stituents want. Sadowski, who
signed the petition to get the
votes added to the ballot, de-
clined to share her opinion
and said she doesn’t want to
put her thumb on the scale
—it should be up to voters,
she said.

All candidates agreed that
if the voterspass the 60%
threshold, they would apply
to the Rundlett decision, set-
ting the stage for a potential
referendum.

Cost of Rundlett

The current school board
has maintained that it’s too
late to turn back on Rundlett
— it would seemingly cost tax-
payers millions more and de-
lay the project, though it
hasn’t provided the public
with numbers on the site de-
velopment costs to build on
the raw land atthe Broken
Ground site, which may or
may not be more than the cost
of delays.

As many voters have ex-
pressed wariness over costs
and tax increases —both to
the school board directly and
in a Monitor poll on Rundlett
— the six candidates running
for three seats on the Concord
School Board echoed those
concerns.

Overall, they = bemoaned
the source of their budget is-
sues -scant funding from
the state and rising costs of
services they are required to
provide, but steered away
from specific answers on any
budget cuts or new sources of
revenue.

Winters said one of his pri-
mary concerns is the continu-
ing erosion of student enroll-
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ment. As Concord’s school-
age population declines and
the city’s population is ex-
pected to peak in 20 years, he
said, the board could face
longer-term problems.

“You’re going to have fewer
students, you’re going to have
a much-reduced pool of labor
to choose from so you’re going
to have higher wages,” Win-
ters said. “There’s major, ma-
jor budgetary challenges
ahead.”

Several candidates said
they’ll advocate for more
money from the state. A judge
recently ordered New Hamp-
shire to pay a larger share to-
ward public education after
another school district as-
serted the funding model was
unconstitutional.

Some expenses are diffi-
cult for the school board
to control, like transportation
and special education costs
and other services the district
is legally obligated to provide.

Walsh added that the Con-
cord School District is re-
quired to give special educa-
tion help for students in char-
ter schools, too. Each year,
she said, the board has to
weigh class sizes and the
number of teachers to balance
the budget.

“So much of our budget is
out of our hands,” Higgins
said, comparing it to develop-
ing a picture in a dark room
where you can’t see your
hands. “We have conflicted in-
terests to need to keep the tax
rate low, but we want to have
good test scores and educate
our children.”

Scroggins said the new
school building will increase
taxes and require some bud-
get cuts but urged the board
to be more clear with con-
stituents.

“We need a little more
transparent approach,”
Scroggins said, and “go
through a prioritization pro-
cess and clearly communicate
what has to happen.”

Cogswell said the school
board tries to reduce its bud-
get, while providing a quality

g
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education.

“I don’t know the solution,
but I do think that the school
board is trying real hard to
keep the budgets low,”
Cogswell said. “I wish we
could stop the rising property
taxes.”

Trans athletes

Candidates responded to
questions on other issues fac-
ing the school district, includ-
ing COVID learning loss and
positions like a diversity, eq-
uity, inclusion and justice di-
rector for the school dis-
trict and a school resource of-
ficer.

They also considered what
the board should do if the dis-
trict had a transgender
girl who was banned from
playing on girls’ school sports
teams due to a new state law.

Walsh voted with the rest
of the board in 2021 to allow
children to play on teams that
correspond with their gender
identity.

“I still support that,” Walsh
said. “Today, we offer ex-
tracurricular activities for
academic reasons, to allow
kids to learn important values,
and every kid should have that
chance.”

Winters said while he’s
“personally inclined” to allow
children to play on the team
that corresponds with their
gender identity, especially at
these lower levels, the school
district needs to follow the
law.

Higgins, Sadowski, Scrog-
gins said their priority is to
protect and be welcoming to
all students but didn’t answer
the question of whether they’d
follow Kearsarge Regional
School District, which chose
not to enforce the law, citing
potential Title IX violations.
Higgins has previously said
it’s exclusionary to prioritize
gender identity over biological

STEVE LEONE / Monitor staff
From left, Monitor reporters Jeremy Margolis, Michaela Towfighi and Catherine McLaughlin
ask questions of Concord School Board candidates Clint Cogswell, Barb Higgins, Sarah
Sadowski, Joseph Scroggins, Pamela Walsh and Andrew Winters during a forum on Thursday
at Concord High School.

sex in sports. All three called
for conversations with fami-
lies and students if a trans girl
wanted to play in Concord,
and it could depend on the in-
dividual case.

Cogswell also did not di-
rectly answer the question but
noted that trans youth have
high rates of mental health is-
sues and suicide and said he
wishes he could do more to
help.

Potential positions

Concord’s first director of
diversity, equity, inclusion and
justice transitioned to a new
role this year, focusing on
restorative justice at Rundlett
Middle School. The superin-
tendent has said the district
has no plans to immediately
fill the role, and the school
board will need to redefine the
position.

Candidates were split on
how best to approach it
—Walsh and Higgins support
the step back to rethink it,
with Walsh saying the job was
too much for one person.

Sadowski said she’d want
to fill the role and shape it
with more focus on civic en-
gagement, too.

“I think that that would
very much be an appropriate
use of public dollars,” she
said.

Others, like Scroggins and
Winters, favor alternatives.
Scroggins said he’d support
the position if that’s what the
community wants but argued
that DEIJ efforts also need
“organic” support from stu-
dents, teachers and existing
groups in the school district.

“We have an opportunity to
create a little more, let’s say,
outreach with those groups
and leaders of those groups,”
Scroggins said. “I think we’ll
get greater impact that way.”

Candidates’ positions were
similar on hiring a school re-
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source officer —a decision
that’s gone before the school
board and has been voted
down. Many said they’d want
to define the position in such a
way that it wouldn’t be a
waste tax dollars; they also
tended to favor other security
measures over police officers.

Cogswell and Higgins said
they’d need to determine the
SRO’s role. In Higgins’ experi-
ence, she said an SRO at her
former school was mostly
busy interacting with kids and
giving  presentations  to
classes.

Walsh said a social worker
could be a better fit and that
she was “uncomfortable”
adding a police officer to Con-
cord schools. Winters, a for-
mer public defender, agreed
and said while SROs are there
to be a friendly face, police
presence in schools can pre-
sent equity and justice issues.

“They’re not there to ar-
rest the kids. They’re there to
just be a friendly face, but it
seems like that is the role of
our guidance counselors and
our teachers,” Winters said.
“Police officers can be trigger-
ing for a lot of people.”

Sadowski said  she’d
want to see evidence on the
impact of SROs and solicit
public opinion before making
a decision.

COVID learning loss

Concord students are re-
covering from learning gaps
during the pandemic shut-
down slower than other dis-
tricts in New Hampshire, ac-
cording to state data.

To boost academic perfor-
mance, Scroggins said the
district should solicit more
feedback from teachers and
support them. Sadowski said
the district needs to think
about its class sizes.

“We need to invest where it
matters, where the evidence
is clear: low student-teacher
ratios, including having more

teaching assistants in
the classroom,” Sadowski
said.

Walsh, who initially ran for
school board because of her
own child’s COVID learning
loss, said the district has
tried to boost its scores, but
many challenges stem from

n “inability” to hire more tu-

Warmth | Friends | Laughter

tors and instructional assis-
tants.

Higgins said Concord
shouldn’t compare itself to
other districts —instead, she
argued, the board should fo-
cus on its own teachers and
students.

Cogswell said he thinks the
district is making strides in
the right direction but
that the learning gap is un-
avoidable, and Winters said
he’s unsure how to catch stu-
dents up. He does, however,
think the learning loss will
naturally begin to fade and re-
turn to normalcy.

Rebuilding trust

Several candidates ac-
knowledged the decision to re-
locate the middle school on
the East Side of the city last
December has created divi-
sion and mistrust from the
public in the school board.

Winters and Sadowski
called for more transparency
from the school board to re-
build that trust, while Scrog-
gins suggested board mem-
bers go out into the commu-
nity more to meet people
where they’re at and get feed-
back. Cogswell did not directly
answer the question.

Walsh said the board
could’'ve done better in the
Rundlett process but said it’s
been difficult on her end, too.

“This is an ongoing public
process, so you have this
push-pull where people want
all the answers at once but we
haven’t gotten to that part of
the equation yet,” Walsh said.

Higgins said while
Rundlett has been con-
tentious, the school board has
done the best it can. Still, she
said the board can do a better
job of listening and acting
on feedback.

In this election, she said,
it’s important to have a di-
verse board that can work to-
gether.

“Choose the three of us
that you think can sit at a
table and work with each
other, and listen to you, and
listen to one another, and get
angry sometimes, and bite
your tongue sometimes, and
come to decisions that are
best for the kids,” Higgins
said. “You decide, who do you
feel good about?”
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For opponent of charter amendments a Warnlng comes home to roost

VOTE FROM Al

she’d seen it before. Now, her
prediction is playing out.
“History will always repeat

itself,” she said. “It’s like
Groundhog Day.”
Ardinger  chaired the

school board throughout the
elementary school consolida-
tion just over a decade ago. A
group of opponents tried un-
successfully to get the Legis-
lature — at the time the only
group that could amend the
district charter — to step in
and override the board. That
project certainly was divisive,
just like the current one.

“There were some really
hard meetings,” she said. At
the same time, “your goal as a
school board member should
be to get as much consensus
as you can.”

As its leader, she had tried
to make sure that the school
board brought its constituents
into discussions: explaining
decisions well in advance of
making them, being upfront
about what board members
were thinking and why, and
not being afraid to engage
with people — either to cor-
rect them or to apologize.

In less than two weeks, vot-
ers will find two proposed
changes to the school district
charter on their Nov. 5 ballots.

Ardinger doesn’t have an
opinion on which school loca-
tion would be better — and
she does worry that reversing
the vote will mean expensive
delays. But if people in Con-
cord want to revisit the
Rundlett location decision, she
said, the way to do that is by
voting out members of the
board, not by supporting the
charter amendments.

By passing the amend-
ments, “You’re not taking it
out on the board,” she said. “It
would have major conse-
quences for the whole city.”

Concord School Board’s
charter, its governing docu-
ment, lays out its unique au-
tonomy. No other school board
in the state has the final say
over its budget and other ma-

GEOFF FORESTER / Monitor staff

Somayeh Kashi, an art and technology teacher who started
at Rundlett in 2014, has to use a stepstool to open and close
the windows in her room daily. As a teacher, mother, and
voter, Kashi wants the new middle school to be built near
Broken Ground as soon as possible.

jor decisions like union con-
tracts without any oversight
all others must pass
through a city council or vot-
ers at town meeting. These
amendments, if approved and
added to the charter, would
modify that total indepen-
dence for the first time since
autonomy was implemented in
1961.

The first amendment would
require the board to get major-
ity voter approval to relocate a
school. The second would re-
quire voter approval for the
district to sell property.

Not only does Ardinger
worry that putting voters in
charge of these decisions will
leave them open to special in-
terests at times when there is
less controversy — and there-
fore less attention on them —
but she believes they will cost
taxpayers money on future
projects: The added variable
of a constituent vote means
the district won’t get as good
bond ratings, and the board
won’t have the same leverage
to negotiate better prices
when it does sell land,
Ardinger said.

Like many of her neighbors
and fellow district parents,
Reagan Bissonnette wanted
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Concord’s new middle school
to be rebuilt on its current
site.

In January, when an online
petition circulated demanding
that board reconsider its deci-
sion to move it, a lot of people
sent her a copy and urged her
to sign. She didn’t.

“I can understand why so
many people were shocked
and upset over the decision,”
Bissonnette said. “I was disap-
pointed myself.”

Despite thinking that the
new school should remain on
South Street — a belief she
still holds — Bissonnette sup-
ports the project moving for-
ward as planned.

Whether or not to support
these amendments is not the
same question as whether the
school board chose the right
location for the school. They
are not a referendum on the
location, she said.

They are, however, written
with the intention of undoing
the location vote and forcing
the board to put that question
to the voters. Whether that
would  actually  happen,

CATHERINE MCLAUGHLIN / Monitor staff
Kass Ardinger, a member of
the Concord School Board for
nine years, five of which she
spent as its leader. During

that time, Concord built
three new elementary
schools and sold and

demolished others.

though, is disputed — both by
the school district and by
those in the ‘vote no’ group
who argue they would not be
legally binding to the current
project.

“It’s very clear that many of
the people who have heard
about the amendments or sup-
port the amendments, support
them because they want to
undo the decision,” Bisson-
nette said. “But the amend-
ments as written wouldn’t
clearly undo that.”

The school board’s attor-
ney has argued that applying
the first of the amendments to
the middle school vote would
be a retroactive application of
a rule, which is illegal in New
Hampshire.

When the Attorney Gen-
eral’s Office reviewed the lan-
guage in the amendments, the
state gave no opinion about
whether they would actually
legally apply to this project.

A court battle is the biggest
worry of Somayeh Kashi, an
art and technology teacher
who started at Rundlett in
2014.
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“When I got the job, they
told me, ‘We’re getting a new
building in three years,” she
said. “Every time we’ve had a
new teacher for the last two
years, they’re like, ‘oh, my
God, I heard we’re going to get
new building!” and I'm like,
‘Oh, you’re so sweet, so new. I
thought that too, ten years
ago.’”

Kashi echoed the concerns
of other teachers about the
safety of the building.

Her first-floor classroom
has reached 99 degrees on the
warmest days. A fuse box lo-
cated in her classroom, part of
its outdated design, recently
fell from the wall. She and
other teachers, she said, have
to take allergy medicine at
times of seasonal allergies
even though she’s perfectly
healthy.

“It cannot happen fast
enough. That building is a
health hazard,” she said. “We
cannot keep playing this game
for another ten years.”

Kashi isn’t just a teacher at
Rundlett. She’s also a parent
of a current eighth grader and
a Concord taxpayer.

“Every time they delay this,
this is just going to cost us
more money to us taxpayers,”
she said. “We’ve spent millions
of dollars already here with
the architect, all the planning.
We would actually have to
throw millions of our tax dol-
lars away. And for what?”

According to HMFH, the
architectural firm hired by the
district, the current school de-
sign would have to be altered
to fit on the Rundlett site. If
the school district reversed
course, they have estimated
that it would cost $2.85 million
to reconfigure the design and
add two years to the project
timeline. As discussed earlier
in this series, the district has

estimated other additional
costs tied to building at
Rundlett as well, totaling mil-
lions of dollars.

Elizabeth Lahey’s home
was one of the first in the city
to have a blue and green “Vote
‘N0’ sign on its lawn.

She agreed with the
board’s choice to put the new
school near Broken Ground:
It’s where her daughter cur-
rently goes to school, and she
thinks a great place to build a
new one.

“They spend a lot of time
out on the trails, a lot of time
out in those woods, and I think
it’s just a real asset,” she said.

But that preference isn’'t
what’s driving her opposition
to the charter amendments.

Lahey worries that people
will see voting for the amend-
ments as a vote to rebuilt at
Rundlett when, regardless of
the current dispute, they will
have a much broader impact.

“What we’re talking about
is changing our structure of
government,” she said. “I
think it’s just bad precedent
and bad practice to haphaz-
ardly amend a governing doc-
ument because you're mad
about one thing, or because
something didn’t turn out the
way you thought that it
should.”

Ardinger echoed this senti-
ment.

She understands why peo-
ple are frustrated with how
the location decision was han-
dled.

The charter is essentially
the school board’s version of a
constitution. Ardinger fears
that making even limited, but
complicated, changes to it be-
cause of a specific project
would have unintended conse-
quences.

“It’s just not the answer,”
she said.
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City voters will decide two ballot
questions to give public more oversight

By JEREMY MARGOLIS
Monitor staff

Local election results in Concord on Nov. 5
will include tallies for a pair of amendments to
the school district’s charter that will give the
public more say over major decisions involving
school locations and property sales.

While those amendments have been tied to
the district’s controversial middle school pro-
ject and could ultimately affect that project’s fu-
ture, neither is a direct vote on the location of
the project.

Rather, the amendments would change the
governance of the school district more broadly,
forcing the board to secure district-wide voter
approval whenever it wishes to either relocate
a school building or sell more than one acre of
property. Currently, the nine-member school
board can take these actions on its own.

Here are some answers to frequently asked
questions about the charter amendments.

What do the charter amendments say?

Question 1: “No Concord public school ex-
isting as of January 1, 2024, including but not
limited to the District’s middle school,
(Rundlett Middle School), shall be relocated
from the parcel on which it was situated as of
January 1, 2024, to be rebuilt or replaced else-
where, without an affirmative simple majority
vote of Concord School District voters voting on
the question ratifying such relocation.”

Question 2: “No parcel of real property
owned by the Concord School District, larger
than one acre, shall be sold, gifted, or ex-
changed by the District without an affirmative
simple majority vote of Concord School District
voters voting on the question.”

Both are intended to take effect immediately
if they pass.

What do the amendments mean?

If question 1 passes, it would require the
school district to get approval from a majority
of voters any time it wishes to move a school
from one location to another. Voters would have
to make a decision during a regular city elec-
tion or a specially scheduled election. The next
municipal election in Concord is scheduled for
Tuesday, Nov. 4, 2025.

CONCORD
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If question 2 passes, it would require the
school district to get approval from a majority
of voters any time it wishes to sell, gift, or ex-
change more than one acre of land it owns. Cur-
rently, the school district can sell, gift, or ex-
change property without getting voter ap-
proval. Those decisions would also need to be
made during a city-wide election.

I’m still confused about what a
'Yes’ vote versus a ‘No’ vote means.

A “Yes” vote means you support implement-
ing the new requirement to give the public
more say over the district’s property decisions.
A “No” vote means you support the status quo.

If Question 1 passes, how will it
affect the middle school project?

There are a number of ways the adoption of
Question 1 could affect the future of the middle
school project.

A reconsideration by the school board:

Though the school relocation amendment has
been framed as a referendum on the middle
school project, it is not directly a vote on that
project. Nonetheless, because of how the
amendment arose, strong majority support for
it could signal significant community dissatis-
faction with the board’s decision to build the
middle school at Broken Ground and lead the
board to reopen and potentially reverse its deci-
sion. If the new school was built at the Rundlett
site, it would not constitute a school relocation
and would not trigger a city-wide vote.

Avote: If the board sticks with its decision to
move the school to the Broken Ground land, the
amendment would likely trigger a vote to ap-
prove relocating the middle school.

A court battle: It is not an absolute certainty
the amendment would definitively trigger a
vote because there is some argument over its
applicability to the middle school. The school
board’s attorney has argued the decision would
be exempt from a vote because New Hamp-
shire does not allow retroactive application of
charter amendments.

But not everyone agrees the applicability
would be retroactive. Though the board has al-
ready voted on the location of the school, propo-
nents of the amendment say the school would
not actually be “relocated” until the funding
and bond for the new building is approved. That
decision has not yet been made.

The Attorney General’s office has declined
to opine on the issue. “That is an issue better
resolved by the courts,” Assistant Attorney
General Brendan O’Donnell stated following
his office’s review of the amendments.

Current school board President Pamela
Walsh, who is running for re-election and op-
poses both amendments, committed at a candi-
date forum on Thursday to “honor” the amend-
ment’s applicability to the middle school deci-
sion if it passes. Barb Higgins, the other incum-
bent running, and each of the four challengers
have made the same commitment.

A delay: Passage of Question 1 would likely
delay the completion of the project.

What'’s the deal with Question 2?

The amendment that would create a voter
approval requirement for sales of property was
motivated in part by a desire to have some con-
trol over the future of the Rundlett building if
the middle school is indeed relocated. The dis-
trict has yet to decide what it would do with the
building. Following the consolidation of Con-

cord’s elementary schools a decade ago, sev-
eral of the former schools were sold.

What are the arguments in favor
of the charter amendments?

The arguments in favor are two-fold. First,
adoption of the amendments would likely re-
open debate on the location of Concord’s next
middle school and give residents a vote over its
future. Second, the amendments would strip
the board of some of the unique power it holds.
Concord is currently the only fully autonomous
school board in the state, meaning it can set its
budget without getting approval from voters or
the city council. While neither amendment
would affect the board’s control over its budget,
supporters argue the amendments would give
residents some say over other major decisions
the board makes on rare occasions.

What are the arguments in opposition
to the charter amendments?

Passage of the amendments would likely de-
lay the middle school project — perhaps signifi-
cantly — which could increase costs due to infla-
tion. More broadly, opponents of the amend-
ments also argue that school board members
are elected to make decisions that often require
significant research and subject-matter exper-
tise. They say these amendments would slow
down planning and could place the district in a
bind in the event of an emergency, such as a
building fire.

Do you have to vote the same way
on the questions?

No, you don’t. They are separate questions
and so you can vote “Yes” on one and “No” on
the other.

Why are the amendments worded as state-
ments rather than questions?

The language of the amendments would go
directly into the school district’s charter, the
governing document for the district. You can
think of the language as new rules for the dis-
trict, rather than traditional ballot questions.

Staff writer Catherine McLaughlin con-
tributed reporting. Jeremy Margolis can be
contacted at jmargolis@cmonitor.com.

Former Franklin mayor fined for deleted email from private account

FRANKLIN FROM A1l

she for-

With six defendants and the

licly criticized the city’s re-
sponse. The lawsuit names
Brown, as well as Police Chief
David Goldstein, City Man-
ager Judie Milner, and other
City Council and police staff
specifically.

The city of Franklin was re-
quired to produce all docu-
ments related to Kovcas, her
partner Mark Faro, the Bro-
ken Spoon and the neo-Nazi
group, NCS-131. Documents
included emails, text mes-
sages, among other notes and
forms of communication.

Attorney James Soucy, who
is representing Franklin, said
the request produced approxi-
mately 10,500 documents.

Kovacs and her lawyer,
Cassandra Moran, compared
those documents to one she
obtained through prior
records requests she had filed
with the city. They noted that

Miriam Kovacs, who opened

GEOFF FORESTER / Monitor file
a restaurant on Main Street in

Franklin in 2020, filed a lawsuit in 2023 accusing city staff
and the police department of failing to protect her after she
was targeted by a neo-Nazi group.

at least 27 emails from
Brown’s personal server were
missing from the compilation.
Documents from the court
case only produced five emails
from Brown’s personal ad-
dress.

“We can’t say for sure what

else there is,” said Moran. “We
don’t have access to it. But
there are a lot more than five
that the former mayor asserts
that she does have.”

At the end of Brown’s term
as mayor — which concluded in
January after losing a re-elec-

tion campaign -
warded all emails from her
personal account to her city
email. She then deleted the
emails from her personal ac-
count, Soucy said.

Superior Court rules, how-
ever, state that all parties are
required to preserve access to
relevant information once
they have been named in a
lawsuit. By deleting the
emails, Brown violated this
rule.

Merrimack Superior Court
Judge Martin Honigberg
agreed with Kovacs’ com-
plaint that Brown created an
unnecessary burden to iden-
tify what was missing.

Brown will have to pay a
fine to Kovacs’ legal counsel,
repaying the time and effort to
contest the documents pro-
vided.

“Because the mayor chose
to delete those emails and
‘preserve’ them outside of the

way they should have been
preserved, she created work,”
said Honigberg. “She created
work that didn’t need to be
done.”

Kovacs has 30 days to file
an affidavit with a calculation
of the repayment costs.

The use of private email
servers for city business is not
a practice isolated in Franklin.
For example, the city of Con-
cord’s website lists a personal
email address for Mayor By-
ron Champlin.

Kovacs lawyers also filed a
motion to compel Soucy to
provide any remaining docu-
ments in a timely manner - as
a matter to accelerate the
case forward.

Moran accused the city of
stalling the case. In March, a
request for records was sent
to all defendants with a dead-
line of April 20. Moran said she
received a batch of 100 docu-
ments in June.

city of Franklin at Ilarge,
Moran said this production
was not sufficient.

Kovacs has not been able to
take any further steps in the
case — like depositions with
each defendant — until docu-
ments are produced.

“My client is continuing to
experience the violation of her
constitutional right, as alleged
in the complaint because we
can’t resolve this matter,” said
Moran.

In December, the city of
Franklin rejected a settlement
offer from Kovacs, which
asked the city to cover $7,000
in legal fees and make internal
reforms to the city’s police de-
partment. That rejection sent
the lawsuit to trial.

Both parties will now have
to agree on a timeline for the
case. Honinberg suggested a
trial could be scheduled in
early 2025.
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24 Hour Service
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Petroleum Facility
Service & Construction

Environmental * Electrical * General Contracting
Throughout New England

www.gaftek.com

(888) 485-5731

Penacook
(603) 227-1117

- www.constantlypizza.net
‘un NE-453933

Concord
(603) 224-9366

% 39 South Main St. 108 Fisherville Rd. %

QuramiNG & SupPORTING WOMEN
For OVER 25 YEARS

GONDWANA &
Divine dothing Co.

13 N MAIN ST | CONCORD
GondwanaClothing.com 603-228-1101

NE-453107

E.D. SWETT IS A PROUD SPONSOR OF :9
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HELP WANTED:
LABORERS / CARPENTERS / CRANE OPERATORS

REAST
CANCER

AWARENESS MONTH

E.D. SWETT, INC.
8 INDUSTRIAL PARK DRIVE
CONCORD, NH 03301

Apply today at EDSwett.com
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Tel. 603-224-7401
Fax 603-224-5006
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