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MEMORANDUM 
 

TO:  Vermont Superintendents and School Board Members  

COPY: Business Managers 

FROM:  Secretary Rebecca Holcombe  

SUBJECT:  Information to Inform Budget Discussions  

DATE: January 9, 2015 

 

 

We are aware that you are fully engrossed in planning and budgeting. We appreciate 

the care you are taking to ensure our precious education dollars are targeted at 

purposes that bring the greatest benefit to our children.  

 

In this email you will find information that we hope will aid you with this work.  

 

1. Teacher Retirement “Bubble” 

Starting this year, retiring educators will be eligible for spousal benefits moving 

forward. We are aware that a substantial number of educators appear to have delayed 

retirement, presumably with the intent of becoming eligible for this benefit. In our 

estimation, somewhere in the vicinity of 600-700 teachers have probably deferred 

retirement to take advantage of these earned spousal benefits.  

 

At about $100,000 per teacher in salary and benefits, that would be about six cents on 

the tax rate if they were not replaced. Obviously life is not that simple, but it is a lot 

easier to harvest savings from planned retirements than to lay off beloved teachers.  

 

As your teachers retire, we encourage you to use that retirement as an opportunity to 

think about staffing levels and patterns and ways to hire that better serve the fiscal 

stability of your schools, as well as the education of your children. You may also wish to 

contact neighboring districts to explore opportunities to share highly qualified 

educators in hard to fill positions.  

 

2. Population Projections 

Population projections have been on our mind at the Agency of Education, in no small 

part because the substantial declines in Average Daily Membership (ADM) in some 

regions have created financial stress in many of our systems. In examining the 

estimated count for next year, we have found that again the incoming Kindergarten 

cohort is smaller than the previous year’s cohort.  

 

Overall projections suggest the state average age will continue to rise, which will likely 
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reduce revenues from income taxes. In addition, population projections suggest we will 

have a smaller population in the age brackets which typically pay taxes and have 

children. This leaves us with a state population weighted towards baby boomers who 

are approaching retirement.  

 

At the same time, some regions may see stable student numbers, while most will 

continue to see declining student membership. 

 

 
 

Unless we change these fundamentals, we may be looking at a future with fewer 

students and fewer taxpayers. This has long-term implications for school budgets and 

school buildings, so we encourage regions that are looking at declining membership to 

use their ingenuity and strategic partnerships to ensure high-quality education in the 

most efficient and effective way possible. This is a challenge, but it is also an 

opportunity. We invite your leadership in developing solutions. For more information 

on your county-level populations projections moving forward, please see this link: 

 

http://dail.vermont.gov/dail-publications/publications-general-reports/vt-population-

projections-2010-2030  

 

3. Data  

Over the last several months, many of you have consulted us about your systems. We 

know many of you are seeking better data and better tools for communicating with 

your stakeholders about your schools. We have created a  spreadsheet with some of 

these data. To access this spreadsheet, click here. You can use the report function to pull 

figures and data specific to your town. This includes some basic data related to tax 
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rates, ADM over the past five years, student:teacher ratios, phantom students (if any) 

and a number of other factors.  

 

It does not capture every grant to which you may have access, including the small 

schools grant. We hope this will help you in your deliberations and efforts to ensure 

you are operating in as effective and efficient a way possible. If you have any issues 

with this spreadsheet, please contact Brad James, at 802-479-1043 or via email at 

Brad.James@state.vt.us . 

 

4. Class Size 

Because class sizes have been a topic of discussion both in districts and in the 

Legislature, we want to comment briefly on class size. The national and international 

class size research treats classes of 15 to 17 as “small.” It does not contemplate systems 

with smaller class sizes, like many we see here in Vermont. In a time of tight resources, 

investing in very small or “micro” classes means not investing in other purposes, such 

as rich and broad offerings, systems of support for students, professional development 

and supports to ensure teachers are as effective as possible, afterschool and summer 

school opportunities for kids living in poverty, development and maintenance of 

facilities and/or tax relief. 

 

On balance, different class sizes may be appropriate for different groups of students 

with different needs or purposes. For example: 

 Children with disabilities and English language learners appear to benefit more 

from small groupings. 

 Some classes can benefit from larger numbers (orchestra, physical education). 

 Appropriate class sizes are a function of physical space. 

 Smaller classes are most beneficial for our youngest students, and particularly in 

their first year or two of school. 

 

In addition, overall workload is impacted by variables such as intensity of need, levels 

of support, and total numbers of students with whom the teacher is building 

relationships and to whom the teacher is providing feedback. For example, a class of 

fifteen very challenging students may be more taxing than a class of thirty highly 

motivated, highly skilled students. Thus “optimal” class size is a function of the class 

being taught. Moreover, a high school teacher with five sections of 20 students typically 

works with and provides feedback to at least 100 students a day. This is the reason the 

State Board of Education’s Education Quality Standards speak not just to class size, but 

to overall workload. For more information, please refer to Vermont's Education Quality 

Standards. We know many districts have been experimenting with block scheduling 

and other strategies to reduce workload. We encourage you to continue to explore and 

experiment with strategies that support the quality of the relationship between teachers 

and students.  

 

mailto:Brad.James@state.vt.us
http://education.vermont.gov/documents/EDU-FinalEQS_AsAdopted.pdf
http://education.vermont.gov/documents/EDU-FinalEQS_AsAdopted.pdf
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Our Vermont data shows a pattern that larger schools are able to gently adjust staffing 

levels in response to declines in enrollment, without losing entire programs. Staffing 

levels in very small schools, however, are less responsive to declines in enrollment, in 

part because there are limits to how small a staff can be without losing certain kinds of 

teachers and programs that communities feel are markers of quality education. When 

schools do cut these opportunities to learn, schools sometime see further attrition as 

parents seek programs with greater breadth and depth of offerings.  

 

Thank you. I am deeply grateful for the hard work you do to support schools that 

deliver quality at an affordable price.  

 

END 


