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By Don Gould
Andover School Board

The Andover School Board had 
no preparation for the crisis resulting 
from visits by Investigator Stephanie 
Johnson of the New Hampshire Fire 
Marshall’s offi ce on February 11 and 
25, 2009, to the Andover Elementary/
Middle School. Although AE/MS staff 
and Andover Fire Chief John Landry 
had identifi ed some of the defi ciencies 
and proposed solutions, there was no 
budgeted action plan. 

During the fi rst visit, occupancy was 
evaluated for compliance with the cur-
rent fi re code and found to be seriously 
defi cient, putting at risk the life safety 
of students, staff, and visitors. Immedi-
ate corrective actions were ordered. 

Effective crisis management meant 
improving the life safety conditions to 
meet mandated corrections with mini-
mal disruption of the education process 
and within the budget approved by dis-
trict voters for the 2008-2009 school 
year. To accomplish emergency con-
struction changes of the magnitude of 
$185,000 without a special district meet-
ing and bonding funds is indeed rare. 
But we’re doing it, with lots of help.
Fire Inspector Visits

From the New Hampshire Depart-
ment of Safety: “It is the mission of the 
Division of Fire Safety, Offi ce of the 
State Fire Marshall to prevent deaths, 
injury, and property loss by promot-
ing a safe fi re, building, and hazardous 
materials environment for the citizens 
and visitors of New Hampshire through 
education, engineering, investigation, 
and enforcement.” That department is 
a resource for local fi re departments, 
which must administer and implement 
fi re safety in the community.

On the investigator’s fi rst visit, Feb-
ruary 11, Investigator Johnson became 
alarmed about the life safety conditions 
within the school. Of particular concern 
that day was the kindergarten – small 
children in a room unprotected from two 
dangerous ignition sources: the kitchen 
and an out-dated, over-loaded electrical 
service box, with no compliant egress. 
Demand was made to relocate the kin-
dergarten to a safe area before students 
returned from winter break on March 2 
or close the school until this was satis-
factorily completed.

Staff and teachers moved the kinder-
garten to the library during their vaca-
tion and corrected several life safety 
infractions that had been noted in that 
brief visit.

Investigator Johnson returned Feb-
ruary 25, during winter break, to em-
phasize corrective action must be taken 
regarding the kindergarten and con-
duct a limited visual inspection of the 
Andover Elementary/Middle School. 
Also present during the inspection were 
Principal Jane Slayton, Custodian Bill 
Anderson, and Chief John Landry of 
the Andover Fire Department.

During this second visit, she sug-
gested that if one read the book To 
Sleep With The Angels, the story of a 
fi re at the Our Lady of Angels School 
in Chicago in 1958, they would under-
stand her concerns. Copies were pur-
chased and have been read by several. 
As a result of this completely avoidable 
fi re, 92 pupils and three nuns died. In-
vestigation of that fi re is included in the 
National Fire Protection Association 
(NFPA) Life Safety Handbook and is a 
basis for Chapter 15 of the Life Safety 
Code. Several of the Life Safety Code 
violations that contributed to the disas-

trous outcome of that fi re were evident 
in our kindergarten room.
Letter Listing Code Violations

A letter was received May 8 from 
the state Fire Marshall’s offi ce which 
listed many life safety code violations 
that had to be corrected immediately, 
subject to penalties detailed in New 
Hampshire RSA 153:24.

Many of the minor code violations 
were quickly corrected by staff, and 
those requiring contractor efforts were 
defi ned. Unspent funds within the ap-
proved 2008-2009 budget were encum-
bered to fi nance timely compliance with 
mandate of the Fire Marshall’s offi ce. 
These are described in the table above.
Funding and Tax Impact

An additional $10,000 was encum-
bered to pay unfunded retirement cost 
increases which had been passed down 
to the towns and districts to assist the 
state budgeting process. This unfunded 
mandate is being contested, but must 
be paid nontheless beyond the budgeted 
amount. Thus, the total of encumbered 
funds became $195,000.

The School Board was still able to 
return unspent funds of $126,023 for a 
reduction of 2009 taxes. This lowered 
the tax rate by approximately 43 cents 
per thousand, or $86 on a property as-
sessed at $200,000. This was not an 
easy accomplishment in view of the fi re 
safety crisis.
Conclusion

Investigator Stephanie Johnson of 
the New Hampshire Fire Marshall’s 
offi ce raised life safety code infrac-

tions at the Andover Elementary/
Middle School to the level of en-
forceable citations based on her ex-
perience and concern. This concern 
is best expressed by a quote from Hal 
Bruno of ABC News that appears 
on the cover of To Sleep With The 
Angels: “Every parent, teacher, and 
school administrator should read this 
story of tragic loss of life that could 
have been prevented if the lessons of 
fi re safety had been heeded. Unfor-
tunately, those lessons are still being 
ignored. America could have another 
school fi re like Our Lady of the An-

gels.” Investigator Johnson’s profes-
sional guidance and cooperation are 
appreciated.

The crisis that followed was so 
well-managed that it was transparent 
to the majority of Andover residents, 
students, and visitors. Few knew 
about the Sunday afternoon conversa-
tion between the Fire Investigator and 
Andover Fire Chief John Landry, de-
ciding if school should re-open follow-
ing winter break.

Many contributed – too many to 
list – including the Andover Fire De-
partment; AE/MS staff who worked 
many extra hours during the winter 
break and afterwards; contractors who 
worked nights and weekends so as not 
to disrupt classes; SAU 46 business ad-
ministrator Robin Heins, who tirelessly 
sought alternatives and lower bids; but 
most of all a principal who conducted 
crisis management in a quiet, profes-
sional way.

We are not done yet, for we must re-
pair windows in the oldest part of the 
building after the lead hazard abate-
ment requirements are determined, 
and upgrade the smoke barriers above 
the middle school wing after structural 
requirements are determined that are 
necessary to meet both fi re and snow 
load safety. Roof trusses, compromised 
by the unusual snow loads of two years 
ago, cannot support both the sheet rock 
required for fi re safety and potential 
snow loading.

There is still work to be done, but the 
Eagles are in a safer school today.

AE/MS Addresses Life Safety Issues Without 
Having To Raise Additional Funds

Description Funds Encumbered Actual Cost
Sprinklers-kitchen and boiler room $35,000 $21,008
Kitchen fi re-rated door and roll-up 
window

Included in 
above

$3,897
$2,020

Electrical: 3 new subpanels $15,000 $17,950
Attic barriers $15,000 Delayed by load 

capacity studies
Window Projects

• Music room egress
• Middle school repair
• Original building

$60,000
$3,109
$4,070

Delayed by lead 
concerns

South egress door $5,000 $4,950
Propane tanks relocation $5,000 $1,809
Kindergarten egress $50,000 Alternatives 

under study
Total Project CostsTotal Project Costs $185,000$185,000 $58,814$58,814

CLAYTON A. MILLER 
INC.

Since 1954

PLUMBING 
HEATING

FULLY INSURED

526-4710
Master Plumber License #22C

DAN’S 
PHARMACY
Professional Service With A Personal Touch

436 Central Street
Franklin
934-2550

Sophia M. Lessard, R.Ph
Ronald R. Lessard, R.Ph

• Personal Medication Counseling
• Computerized Prescription Service
• Convalescent Sales & Rentals
• Most Insurance Plans Accepted

4 Studded
 Radial Snow Tires

Size P175/65R14.
used 3 winters $50

4 Studded
 Radial Snow Tires

Size P185/70R14
used 3 winters $50

735-5418


