To the editor:

This letter is in response to the article “Group opposes school program” in the October 4 Portsmouth Herald and at Seacoastonline.com, in which many inaccuracies were stated.  The price of the YMCA program for Newington students is not merely $10 per week.  The YMCA cost is $15 to $17 per child per day plus a weekly $10 per child transportation charge.  The student cost for the after school enrichment program being proposed for Newington would be the same as that of the YMCA program, minus the transportation charge.  Also, the October 4 article states that all taxpayers would be paying for the Newington program.  In fact, the Newington program would be self funded by the students’ parents.  Would there be additional school operating costs that would be felt by all Newington taxpayers?  Virtually no!  It seems impossible that any yearly residential tax bill could increase by even $5.00, if at all.  Newington Public School already has activities after school.  There are music lessons two days per week until 4:50PM.  There was a French class after school on two other days per week for most of the 2005-2006 school year.  There is basketball in the winter, and there are occasional special projects for the students.  The principal, secretary, and some of the teachers are often at school using heat and lights at least until 4PM.  The custodian is also at the school with lights on into the evening.  
A resident quoted in the article, Maggie Cooke, may have been told that a minimum number of children would be needed for the program to support itself.  She could not have been “informed that between five and eight students would participate,” because not all potential participants even know about the program.  Newington Principal Helen Rist, on behalf of the research committee, is writing to all parents of elementary-aged children recorded in the town census.  Results of this survey will be reported to the school board.

The October 4 article also suggests that the enrichment program would be nothing more than “babysitting.”  However, teachers and volunteers helping students with homework, teaching them to cook, exercising with them, and doing a variety of other group activities will truly provide enrichment.  Parents will be happy to know their children are safe at their school with other local kids learning things beyond what a child care may offer.  The risks and worries associated with transportation safety, rush-hour traffic, and inclement weather will be gone, and neither the students nor the parents will miss the logistical challenges presented by a remote after school care program.  
Since there is virtually no taxpayer cost and no doubt the Newington program will greatly benefit students and parents, what is the real motive behind a petition to prevent such an enriching program?
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