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By MARY BYRNE
Staff Writer

GREENFIELD — In a presenta-
tion of the Police Department’s pro-
posed $3.8 million fiscal year 2024 op-
erating budget Thursday night, law
enforcement officials insisted they
d i d n’t aim to “pit departments
against each other,” while also coun-
tering claims of a “bloated police
budget.”

“We heard people in public com-
ment speaking about wanting the
schools to be fully funded, and as a fa-
ther myself … I’m not against that,”
Police Chief Robert Haigh Jr. told
councilors at their Ways & Means
Committee meeting on Thursday,
referencing comments made by resi-
dents earlier that evening as well as
during past City Council meetings.
“I’m not against any other depart-
ment or any other entity wanting to
do the best for their people. We tried
to put together a budget to show
we’re not trying to bloat a budget, in-
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By CHRIS LARABEE
Staff Writer

GREENFIELD — Collaboration
is the name of the business game in
Franklin County, and the Chamber of
Commerce’s monthly breakfast Fri-
day morning highlighted some com-
munity partners that can help busi-
nesses of any stage and type get their
feet underneath them.

Franklin County Chamber of Com-
merce Executive Director Jessye
Deane emphasized the relationships
of local businesses at the chamber’s
breakfast, which was themed “L et’s
Get Technical,” as local organiza-
tions shared assistance and lending
opportunities for business owners
and entrepreneurs in the region.

“I think one of the things that sep-
arates Franklin County from a lot of
our other markets is how supportive
so many of our partnerships are,”
Deane said. “I think collaborative
partnerships are the spirit of
Franklin County. I see it everyday
and I am so grateful that is the ap-
proach we all take to business here.”
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By MARY BYRNE
Staff Writer

GREENFIELD — In the wake of
what local school officials have de-
scribed as “the most challenging
years” in education, administrators
across the state and locally experi-
enced one of the sharpest declines in
teacher retention rates this year
compared to previous years.

“Given the challenges I’ve seen in
education, I’m not surprised,” said

Greenfield Superintendent Christine
DeBarge. “It’s a very hard job. When
teachers aren’t working in a district
that’s regionally competitive for
salary, that makes it all that much
more challenging.”

In Greenfield, the percentage of
teachers retained by the district
steadily decreased from 87% in
2018 to 70.5% in 2023, according to
the state Department of Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education
(DESE). Between 2022 and 2023, in
particular, the district’s retention
rate dropped from 77.9% to 70.5%,
placing it in the lowest quarter of
roughly 400 public school districts
included in the report.

By comparison, the state average
for retention was 84.6% in 2023, down
from 86.9% in 2018, according to the
DESE report published earlier this
month. The retention rate for teach-
ers remaining in their job classifica-
tion anywhere in the state declined
slightly from 89.8% to 88.7% in the
same timeframe.

Attempts to reach DESE and
the Massachusetts Teachers Asso-
ciation for comment were unsuc-
cessful as neither the state agency
nor the association returned calls
in recent days.

Other nearby districts have also
seen a greater decline than the state
average in the last five years, includ-

ing Orange, where data is broken
down by district, with the Ralph C.
Mahar Regional School District see-
ing the retention rate drop from
95.2% in 2018 to 82.8% in 2023.

The Gill-Montague Regional
School District had a 91.4% reten-
tion rate in 2018 compared to a
77.9% rate in 2023, according to the
DESE report. Between 2022 and
2023, the retention rate dropped
from 93% to 77.9%.

Prior to this decline, however,
the district had steadily been in-
creasing since 2019.

“I think a significant amount of it

Working closer to home, more
family time and pandemic

burnout among reasons

Teacher retention sees sharp drop
FRANKLIN COUNTY

By DOMENIC POLI
Staff Writer

WENDELL — Dan Keller has
said he will not
seek reelection to
the Selectboard in
the 2023 election,
but he never
promised his
name wouldn’t ap-
pear elsewhere on
the ballot.

The 20-year Se-
lectboard veteran
opted to retire
from the three-
member board,
but has thrown his
in hat in the ring
for a three-year
spot on the Board
of Assessors,
which determines
the fair and equi-

table valuation of all real estate and

personal property in town. He is
running unopposed, as is everyone
else on Monday’s ballot.

“It’s definitely bittersweet for
me,” he said this week. “I do favor
term limits, as a general principle.
I did what I was able to do and it’s
time for somebody else.”

Polls will be open on Monday
from noon to 8 p.m. at the Town Of-
fices.

Keller said he was convinced to
leave the Selectboard when he told
his grandson how long he had
served and his grandson pointed
out it was five years longer than he
has been alive.

“He said, ‘You know, that’s
enough,’” he recounted. “And that’s
really what spurred me.”

Keller explained he had been on
the Finance Committee for 17
years when departing Selectboard
member Christine Heard encour-
aged him to run for her seat. He
said he had worked closely with the
Selectboard for many years and felt
he would be a good fit. He is most
proud of the project that resulted in
the construction of the Town Of-
fices and the Wendell Free Library,

as well as the major septic system
and water supply that services
those and all other town buildings.

“I think it came out really well,”
he said. “I’m particularly fond of
the library, and many people are.”

Keller said he is running for the
Board of Assessors because it had
had only one member and could
not hold meetings or sign docu-
ments.

He said stepping away from the
Selectboard will permit him more
time to focus on Green Mountain
Post Films, his film and video pro-
duction and distribution company.
He said business has slowed since
the start of the COVID-19 pan-
demic but is picking up now.

Paul Doud has decided to run
for the three-year seat Keller is va-
cating. Doud said he’s running be-
cause the seat is available and he
admires the Selectboard’s mem-
bers and their work.

“It seemed like a good opportu-
nity to give back to a community
that I really like,” he said.

Doud spent most of his life in

Selectman plans to
run for assessor

Keller to step down from board
W ENDELL

SOW HELPFUL

STAFF PHOTO/PAUL FRANZ
Veteran Bill Phelps, Mayor Roxann Wedegartner and other city officials and Department of Public Works employees plant a tree for Arbor Day at
Veterans Memorial Field off Silver Street in Greenfield on Friday. The red oak tree was paid for through a grant from the U.S. Forest Service,
according to Mary Chicoine of the Greenfield Tree Committee.
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Ann Arbor, Michigan, and
worked in a variety of fields —
including carpentry and com-
puter software — until becom-
ing a marriage and family
therapist in 2010. He is in pri-
vate practice and works with
his clients online, via Zoom.

The 75-year-old, who
moved to Wendell from
Whately in 2015, said he is run-
ning for Selectboard with no
agenda.

“I just want to be able to

provide some good, honest
consideration for whatever
comes before the board,” he
said.

The other positions on
Monday ’s ballot are as fol-
lows:

■ Town clerk, three-year
term — Anna Wetherby, in-
cumbent.

■ Board of Health, three-
year term — Judith Bailey, in-
cumbent.

■ Moderator, one-year term
— Kathleen Nolan, incum-
bent.

■ Treasurer, three-year
term — Carolyn Manley, in-
cumbent.

■ Tax collector, three-year
term — Penny Delorey, in-
cumbent.

■ Cemetery commissioner,
three-year term — Judith Put-
nam, incumbent.

■ Road commissioner,
three-year term — Phil De-
lorey, incumbent.

■ School Committee, three-
year term — Anna Wetherby,
incumbent.

■ Library trustee, three-

year term — Sylvia Wetherby,
incumbent.

■ Tree warden, one-year
term — Clifford Dornbusch,
incumbent.

■ Library trustee, three-
year term — Ruth Mazurka.

■ Board of Assessors, two-
year term — Ray Stone.

■ School Committee, two-
year term — Mandy Black-
bird.

Reach Domenic Poli at:
dpoli@recorder.com or
413-930-4120.

W ENDELL FROM A1

Wendell election approaches

is related to [pandemic
bur nout],” said Gill-Montague
Regional School District Su-
perintendent Brian Beck. “Re-
gional superintendents get to-
gether on a regular basis, and
we’re seeing the same thing
across districts.”

In recent years, he added,
teachers have cited a desire to
join districts closer to home,
return to school or spend more
time with family as reasons for
leaving their roles.

In Greenfield, DeBarge
said while there isn’t currently
a system for conducting exit in-
terviews for staff who are leav-
ing the district, it’s something
administrators are hoping to
implement. To date, there isn’t
data being collected as to why
people choose to leave the dis-
trict for different jobs.

Anecdotally, she said, there
i s n’t necessarily a pattern be-
hind why teachers leave. For
some, it’s a matter of moving
out of the region; for others, it’s
salary or a desire to leave the
profession entirely.

“Subjectively, I will say that
last year was probably… one of
the most challenging years in
my own experience,” DeBarge
said. “In listening to educators
— not just in Greenfield but I
have friends who teach in a va-
riety of districts — they ’re re-
porting the same types of
things that Greenfield was
struggling with — mental
health issues, student behav-
ior, challenges for staff. I think
we don’t often look at the chal-
lenges of adults coming out of
the pandemic.”

In that regard, she said, the
last academic year (2021-22),
which marked the return to
full-time, in-person learning
for districts that had pivoted to
remote methods due to the

COVID-19 pandemic, was “an
a n o m a l y. ”

According to the state’s re-
port, Greenfield saw its
sharpest decline in retention
between 2022 and 2023, with 10
teachers leaving their posi-
tions from one year to the next.
The total number of teachers
counted in the report in-
creased by one between the
two years.

“Last year was a particu-
larly difficult year for a lot of
reasons,” said Andrew Varnon,
a fifth grade teacher at Green-
field Middle School. “But I think
turnover is part of the story.
They have difficulty hiring
subs; they have difficulty hiring
[instructional assistants].”

Greenfield School Commit-
tee member Susan Eckstrom,
who was elected in 2017, noted
that it’s not uncommon to see
turnover in a school or district
after a new principal or super-
intendent is hired. DeBarge
took over as superintendent in
July 2021.

DeBarge added that it was
unclear to her if the state’s
data factors in teachers hired
on emergency waivers — a
DESE COVID-19 policy that
temporarily waives certain re-
quirements for hiring.

“We have to post the job,”
she explained. “If we get a
qualified candidate, we have to
hire that person [over the indi-
vidual on a waiver].”

In a recent My Turn pub-
lished in the April 13 edition of
the Greenfield Recorder,
Greenfield Education Associa-
tion President Ann Valentine
argued that the mayor’s pro-
posed $1.5 million cut to De-
Barge’s proposed fiscal year
2024 budget will “under mine
the fair contract we recently
negotiated with the city,” in
part by jeopardizing the qual-
ity of education students re-

ceive. She argued that this
would do little to encourage
teachers and instructional as-
sistants to remain in the dis-
trict.

With the mayor’s $1.5 mil-
lion in proposed cuts to the
budget, DeBarge said more
teaching positions, in addition
to programs and resources,
are at risk of being lost. And
while she acknowledged a pat-
tern of declining student en-
rollment, she said it isn’t to the
degree that warrants fewer
teaching positions.

“I can’t reduce a teacher if
class sizes go from 20 to 19,”
she said.

Beck said one effort his dis-
trict has made to improve re-
tention is to provide a “sound
mentoring program” that
helps to connect new teachers
with current ones.

“[ We ’re also] trying to mini-
mize the amount of informa-
tion that teachers need to sub-
mit to their principals and su-
pervisors in the evaluation
process … so the time they do
spend is directly connected to
helping their students im-
prove,” he said.

DeBarge, meanwhile, said
if teachers are, in fact, leaving
Greenfield to teach elsewhere,
she hopes the recently ap-
proved contracts serve as a
positive influence.

“If they’re leaving the re-
gion, my belief, or my thinking,
is that that is related to the de-
clining population in this re-
gion,” she added. “If they’re
leaving the field, I don’t know. I
wish I knew what could be
done in education, in general,
to make it a more attractive
field. It is challenging.”

Reporter Mary Byrne can be
reached at mbyrne@
recorder.com or 413-930-4429.
Twitter: @MaryEByrne.

Districts see retention on decline
Data provided by the state Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

RE TENTION FROM A1

Representatives from the
Franklin County Community
Development Corporation,
Common Capital Inc. and the
MassHire Franklin Hampshire
Career Center spoke to the au-
dience about their various pro-
grams and initiatives for lend-
ing money to businesses that
are getting off the ground or
needing a cash infusion, diverse
hiring practice and employee
training resources.

John Waite, the CDC’s ex-
ecutive director, explained
they provide technical assis-
tance and “flexible financing”
of loans for start-up, fledgling
and established businesses
that can use the help. Their
technical assistance comes in
the form of information ses-
sions, where people can talk
about their business plans.
Feedback and advice is help-
ful, but money is a necessity
and Waite said their lending
programs are there to help

people achieve their dreams.
“You can’t run a business

without money. … We have a lot
of money to lend, and we’re ex-
cited to do that,” Waite said,
highlighting the CDC’s Pioneer
Valley Grows Investment Fund,
which allows community in-
vestors to fund farms and other
food businesses, such as Many
Graces Farm in Hadley. “It’s
very unique and innovative. …
PV Grows Investment Fund is
something that we’re growing,
and the farmers love it.”

Joining Waite from the CDC
was Racial Justice and Com-
munity Engagement Lead
Traci Talbert, who works with
businesses to address unin-
tentional biases in hiring and
lending practices.

“My job is to help them to
become more aware of where
we can make real difference
and real change,” Talbert said.
“We have to flip the system in-
side out. It causes fear for
many businesses because it’s
different … it’s not part of the

way we’re used to doing
things.”

Talbert said the goal is to
ensure that people who come
into the community are wel-
comed and, more importantly,
feel like they belong.

Following Waite and Tal-
bert was Common Capital, a
non-profit community devel-
opment institution, and its
president, Raymond Lanza-
Weil, who talked about how his
business and the CDC can
help fill the gaps in funding
that bank loans often don’t
cover. For example, he said
start-ups often don’t have a fi-
nancial track record to qualify
for a bank loan and an existing
business may not have enough
collateral to respond to a one-
time event like a fire.

He used Whitney Hill An-
tiques owner Dale Whitney as
an example. Whitney opened
her retail store on Main Street
in Greenfield and saw an op-
portunity to open Whitney Hill
at The Gables on Routes 5 and

10, which she funded with a
Greenfield Savings Bank loan.
Whitney ’s expansion, however,
needed some funding for
things a bank loan couldn’t
cover. That’s where Common
Capital stepped in.

“She needed additional
funding to provide some work-
ing capital and install some
ventilation,” Lanza-Weil said.
“Common Capital provided
that financing and Whitney
Hill Antiques at the Gables cel-
ebrates its one-year anniver-
sary next month.”

The breakfast closed out
with Penni Menard and Jen-
nifer Droesch of the MassHire
Franklin Hampshire Career
Center, who shared the
agency ’s resources for em-
ployee training and retention
ser vices.

“We are a vast area with rel-
atively limited resources, which
is why we really value building
relationships and establishing
new connections in our collabo-
rations,” Droesch said.

Chamber breakfast highlights the power of community partnerships

flate a budget, or be immoral
with our budget.”

Last month, Mayor Rox-
ann Wedegartner submitted a
$61.6 million budget proposal
for FY24, representing a 6.5%
increase over the current
budget of $57.9 million. With
respect to some of the city’s
largest departments, the
mayor ’s budget proposes an
11.05% increase to the Fire
Department’s operating bud-
get, an 11.65% increase to the
Police Department’s operat-
ing budget, a 6.23% increase
to the Public Works Depart-
ment’s operating budget and
a 3% increase to the Green-
field School Department.

Wedegartner noted at the
time that her requested FY24
budget represented an over-
all reduction of $2.7 million
compared to department re-
quests. The mayor’s pro-
posed $1.5 million cut to the
School Department’s budget,
however, has caused the most
controversy among residents
and school officials.

“I encourage you to find
the money to [fully fund the
schools] by giving the Police
Department a smaller in-
crease than has been re-
quested,” said resident
Rachel Gordon, who was
among a handful of others to
speak on behalf of the
schools. “I think the superin-
tendent is not asking for any-
thing extravagant.”

After offering a compari-
son of previous years’ budget
requests, Haigh and Deputy
Chief William Gordon took
councilors and went through
the budget line-by-line, high-
lighting some of the more sig-
nificant increases, many of
which were contractual.

The proposed budget for
salaries recognizes 34 offi-
cers, Haigh said. The depart-
ment is still down two offi-
cers, he noted, and the pro-
posed $2.7 million budget for
salaries and wages (up from
$2.4 in FY23) recognizes nec-
essary promotions as a re-
sult. Part-time wages, which
were zeroed out to support
FY23 budget cuts, were re-
stored in FY24 to $33,000.

“This budget does repre-
sent … approximately $80,000
for this year that we will be
charging to the grant,” he
added, noting the COPS Hir-
ing Grant operates year-to-
year from time of hire, as op-
posed to fiscal year. “We ’ve al-
ready charged some, or will
be, at least, because we have
those people already on that
are being covered currently
by the grant in this fiscal

y e a r. ”
Haigh explained that with

the incoming new hires, there
would be an increase in the
budget for police academy
training.

Among the other increases
discussed was $26,650 for “po-
lice accessories.”

“Our tasers are out of war-
ranty this year,” Haigh ex-
plained. “This will start a new
lease for the department.
That’s about $17,000 for the
three-year period.”

The increase also accounts
for the cost of ammunition, he
added, which is required for
qualification purposes.

Building and maintenance
supplies, additionally, were up
$15,000 from FY23.

“We ’ve got some mold mit-
igation,” Haigh said. “We
h a v e n’t done any carpet re-
pairs yet, because we don’t
know what’s going to happen
inside the building. We do
have some electrical repairs
and our staircase in the back
— at some point, we’re going
to have to put some yellow
tape on it.”

A number of other items re-
mained on par with the current
fiscal year or decreased, in-
cluding overtime, uniform ex-
penses and career incentives.

With respect to the capital
budget, which was discussed
last week at City Council,
Haigh said he is asking coun-
cilors to not reconsider their
vote on the request for $62,180
to acquire a new cruiser.

“I don’t feel like pitting de-
partments against each other
at this crucial time,” he said.

Toward the end of the
meeting, Gordon also ad-
dressed comments made by
members of the public, as
well as city officials, that the
budget is a moral document
representing the values of a
community. Many of these
comments were made in light
of the mayor’s proposed cuts
to the School Department
budget.

“The inference can be
made that, by supporting pub-
lic safety, it’s immoral,” he
said. “That takes a lot of en-
ergy and a lot of morale from
our officers to hear town lead-
ers say our job is immoral.”

Fire budget
With respect to other pub-

lic safety budgets, Fire Chief
Robert Strahan emphasized
staffing was the most critical
need for his department.

“There’s no way it’s ever
going to get funded at the lev-
els we hope it would be, so
then I pare it down to, what
are the critical needs in the
Fire Department, and build

the budget based on what
those critical needs are,” he
said. “The critical need for us
is manpower. It’s always been
m a n p o w e r. ”

With 30 career firefighters
and four call firefighters, the
department responds to more
than 3,000 calls per year, he
said.

Strahan said his proposed
budget included salaries for
two new firefighters “to get us
to full staffing,” both of which
were ultimately cut in the
mayor ’s proposed budget.
One additional firefighter,
however, was moved out of the
ambulance revenue account,
bringing the shifts to three
shifts of seven on duty and one
shift with six officers on duty.

“We ’re almost to our goal if
we can hold the budget,” he
said. “We really need to get
our third shift to seven and an
additional firefighter on top of
that for relief.”

Wedegartner said without
the two people requested by
Strahan, the increase to the
salary and wages line was
10.8%.

“The removal of the two
people, while it was not some-
thing I wanted to do, nor [Fi-
nance] Director [Diane]
Schindler, it does represent
an increase in money needed
for a very long time,” We d e -
gartner said. “Once we hire
people, they’re on the books
for a very long time.”

One of the more significant
line item increases in the bud-
get was for overtime, accord-
ing to Strahan, which went
from $175,000 in FY23 up to
$225,000 in FY24.

“We maintain a five-person
minimum,” he explained.
“Once we get below five, we
have to backfill to maintain
that five-person minimum.”

With long-term injuries or
use of family medical leave,
some firefighters have made
“pretty good salaries” over
the last couple of years,
largely due to “forced over-
time.”

“They don’t want to be at
work all the time; they’re
forced to work because we
have to have firefighters
working,” he said, noting
there are firefighters who
work 96 hours some weeks.
“The overtime we have in
here reflects ... the staffing
we’re anticipating going for-
ward. Eventually, once we get
to where we need to be fully, I
hope that number will come
down.”

Reporter Mary Byrne can be
reached at mbyrne@
recorder.com or 413-930-4429.
Twitter: @MaryEByrne.

Police break down budget plan

Prior to the presentations,
Deane honored Greenfield’s
outgoing community and eco-
nomic development director,
MJ Adams, who is retiring on
May 6 after spending five
years in the role. Adams re-
ceived an extended standing
ovation from the audience.

“MJ’s vision and expertise
have advanced the downtown
revitalization efforts, helped
Greenfield businesses navi-

gate a pandemic and progress
many of Greenfield’s most
treasured assets, including
the Wilson’s redevelopment
and the expansion of the
Greenfield industrial park,”
Deane said. “She’s been an in-
valuable resource to me and I
know to many in this room.”

Chris Larabee can be reached
at clarabee@recorder.com or
413-930-4081.
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MINI 
ADS

LAWN MOWING
ERIK DOOLITTLE 

Free estimates
413-834-1531

Reliable, courteous service since 1997

TOM CARTER
Windows & Doors
413-775-0139
Replacement Windows
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NEED AN AD  
IN A HURRY?

Mini ads are what you need!
If you place your ad by 

1:00p.m., It will appear in the 
following day’s edition. 

(2:00p.m. Friday for Monday)

Reach over 30,000  
readers tomorrow.

Call 413-772-0261

I LOVE MY CLOGS
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presents
Comfort Shoes • Socks • Handbags

Tuesday & Wednesday, May 2 & 3
8am – 4pm

Dansko, Sanita, Klogs,
Traq, L’artiste, Alegria 

Main Lobby
Baystate Franklin Medical Center

Payroll Deduction, Cash, Mastercard/Discover/Visa
Sponsored by the Gift Shop at BFMC 

to benefit patient and staff services
Masks are required

Bostrom Farm 
Pansies, Geraniums

Hanging Baskets
Mini Sunflowers

Fresh pork chops, ribs,
maple pepper bacon

Time to sign up for the 
Spring Meat CSA

701 Colrain Rd, Greenfield
Open Saturday 9-4, Sunday 10-2

413-834-5638 N
E
-4
17

63
8

NE-417377

Dr. Joyce R. Young, 
N.D.,Ms. Masters BOT, B.S.Biol

Naturopathic Physician
Greenfield resident 1973-1997

Need rental for residence, 1-2 bedroom 
house, Apt. or 1 bedroom rental.
Shelburne Falls / Leyden areas

Call 207-230-4031
Melania, 91 year old woman, Perez Zeledon, 

Costa Rica: It was a wonderful experience 
to rent a room to Dr. Young in our home...

kind, compassionate, intelligent...great 
conversations. We were over joyed to have

Dr. Young stay with us.


