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TO:  WWSU Board Members & Administrators 

FROM: Brigid Scheffert, Superintendent 

DATE:  January 30, 2015 

RE:  Board and Administration Report 

 

Good Afternoon Everyone- 

 

I hope this memo//report finds you well. As you are all aware, education funding, quality, and equity are 

front and center in our great state of Vermont right now. As your Superintendent, I try to keep you all 

equally well informed. I do realize that some of the information shared may be a repeat for some of you. 

Please keep in mind that I have 34 board members and 13 administrators with different exposures and 

levels of knowing. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or just feel like sharing 

your thoughts on any of the information presented. I have tried to organize the information by categories 

for easier reference. 

 

Best regards, 

Brigid 

 

1. Teacher Negotiations:  

 

The Board Negotiating Council has been meeting with Michelle and I since early November. Last night 

we exchanged first proposals with HEA and WWEA associations. Our opening letter is included below. 

Joint negotiations meetings begin Feb 5th and run at least through May 28. All negotiating information is 

confidential until ratification of new agreements. All board updates must occur in executive session only. 

 

Dear Chris, Doug and Other Teacher Negotiators, 

 

It is hard to believe that Feb.5th is just around the corner! The board team, Michelle and I have been 

meeting since October. Our discussions have included getting to fully know and understand the current 

agreements we have in place, identifying how they are exactly alike, where they are nearly alike with only 

simple word changes needed, and where they are different in content and context. 

 

Once the group accomplished this level of analysis, we identified any areas that we felt needed revision 

based on current "real" practices, our WWSU and local action plans, the newly revised AOE education 

quality standards, and finally newly enacted legislation, in particular personal learning plans and moving 

the organizations to a proficiency based model. We are committed to redesigning our schools where 

necessary, in order to more fully provide a current, high quality education to each and every student. 
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We also studied our ongoing challenges with serious declining enrollment, equitable opportunities for all 

students in the WWSU, and double digit taxpayer increases over the last several years. 

 

In the end, you will likely notice that the key areas for change in our proposal(s) are length of student and 

teacher day, length of the work year, professional development, dual endorsement, alignment of the 

agreements as they relate to middle school (with the topic of combining 7 and 8 gaining favor by the 

Executive Board), creating more of a leaders of leaders model, especially for Harwood, more equity 

between the agreements, and greater educator choice in the selection of benefits. 

 

We look forward to working with you all at the table with the opportunity provided to fully share the 

rationale for the needs based changes from the point of view of boards and administrators, as well as to 

hear what you are your association members feel needs changing or improving. 

 

Lastly, we are hoping to achieve a four year agreement with some reasonable re-opener language for the 

obvious areas. We recognize how important this work is to us all, but also how very time consuming it is 

too. 

 

Best regards, 

Your Board Negotiating Team 

 

VSBA has just recently launched a new tool which will be of great benefit when negotiating contracts. 

For an annual $200.00 supervisory union fee, we will be able to utilize a premium database to gather 

comparable information by specific topic area from all the other NEA contracts around the state. We have 

been advocating for this resource for more than 20 years! This comparable information is absolutely 

essential, especially when headed to arbitration. Beginning in March, VSBA is also sponsoring 4 regional 

Saturday, all day (9:00-3:30) training sessions for board members to learn how to negotiate. They are 

hoping to do so annually. Our best option is Saturday, April 25, 2015 at Winooski High School. Please let 

me know via email if you would like to attend. I am planning to attend. The more we can build our 

knowledge base in the WWSU, the fewer legal fees we will spend. 

 

2. Executive Committee: 

 

At the Jan.14th Executive Committee Board Meeting, the board voted unanimously to apply for an AOE 

grant for the purposes of studying every options available to date for consolidation, mergers, and or 

sharing resources differently. We spent a good portion of the meeting bringing everyone up to speed 

about our previous study work and what has changed since that time. The Washington Central 

Supervisory Union just completed an opportunity and efficiency study, which we reviewed. I have since 

learned that the document we reviewed cost 9K and they expect to spend another 7K to put some numbers 

to it for a total of 16K. The project was funded by local budgets. They did not apply for the AOE grant 

because they saw the work they wanted to do as a precursor; they expected it to be of a broader scope 

than what the grant terms allowed. 

 

At our Feb. 11th meeting, we will start to identify our process to move forward, review the eligibility 

criteria for the grant amounts, and brainstorm questions/problems we would like to explore in our SU. We 

of course do not have any money budgeted for this purposes so at the present time we would be relying on 

these grant funds. They are competitive so we need to get started. The grant specifies that whatever is 

developed becomes implemented by 2017. I suspect this deadline can be waived because this grant 

opportunity dates back to the beginning of ACT 153/156. It is also possible that these incentive grants get 

changed this legislative session. 
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Steve Dale, VSBA Director, and Mike Deweese retired Essex Superintendent and consultant (he did the 

WCSU study) have reached out to me to offer their support. They would be happy to meet with us (they 

are unavailable on our regular Executive Committee Board nights) at an agreed upon time as a full group 

or a sub committee to provide: 

  

1. An update about other studies and mergers/consolidation statewide; 

2. An education on the grant funding and exactly what it can be used for; 

3. A walk through the Merger Guide developed by Mike; 

4. Facilitation of what are the questions we want to ask to solve what problem(s)? 

5. Anything else they can suggest to help guide us in a productive direction. 

 

Here are the relevant Executive Board minutes 

 

How is our current governance working? What would be gained and lost by consolidation? Should 

we apply for an AOE grant to consider SU consolidation? If yes, what has changed since we decided 

not to do so four years ago? Brigid had sent some info to board members that afternoon, including 

numbers for a Tri-Town idea being considered for Fayston, Waitsfield and Moretown; and a link to the 

WCSU Efficiency Study Report just completed with an AOE grant. She also noted that statute allows for 

"joint contract schools", without changing governance. (Ben Smith arrived at 5:53 p.m.). She briefly 

reviewed the similar discussion that was held by WWEC four years ago, where either cost savings were 

not anticipated, and/or there was not interest in making that kind of governance change. (Deb Hunter 

arrived at 6:00 p.m.) There was discussion amongst board members of the varied aspects, and agreement 

that studying and understanding the options is essential to help decide how best to move forward with 

small schools plus improving education quality for all students. The next step will be for Brigid and 

Michelle to learn more, and bring back info about the different levels of grants and what is required from 

local boards, plus what best meets what we're seeking to accomplish – which is studying all options. 

 

I am including two attachments for your information: Vermont AOE Summary of Incentives Associated 

with Merger Activities (2015) and Strategic Solutions and Opportunities for Leaders: A guide to Vermont 

REDs, Voluntary Merger and Joint Ventures (this is a draft doc) 

 

The Executive Board also approved the FY 16 student calendar. We have removed the early release days 

in favor of all day inservice professional development because we feel this will create fewer interrupted 

student days for learning and better, immersed PD for staff. School will begin on Tuesday, 8/25 2015. I 

am not including the final calendar here, because the admin team might need to make one change in one 

of the professional development days to meet some needs at HUHS with personal learning plans. They 

will take this up on 2/2/15. 

 

3. Board Member Trainings: 

 

On Feb. 5th I will be attending the required annual training for board chairs and superintendents at the 

Capital Plaza. As we noted in previous messages, it is very difficult for board members to attend these 

training sessions on workdays. I have shared this with those in charge of setting these up in Montpelier 

and it seems as though they may move to a Saturday next year. Nonetheless, I will bring back the 

materials and attempt to inform our members unable to attend to the best of my ability. One of the 

presenters is Cindy Senning of Duxbury. She will share the Waterbury/Duxbury merger story.  The story 

is 20 years old, but the VSBA feels that it is very pertinent today as an example of board/superintendent 

leadership in the face of many obstacles.    

 

4. Health Care Reform: 
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As you all know, health care reform and health care costs are of great concern to all of us. Health benefits 

for educators make up approximately 20% of all education expenditures. The ACA has significantly 

changed the rules and increased our challenges in attempting to get down these costs. By 2018 an excise 

tax, also referred to as the Cadillac Tax will go into effect. It is important that you become familiar with 

this information because of the impact it will have on your budgets. I am attaching three documents on 

this very important topic: Cadillac Tax, The Impact of Health Care Reform of Budgets and Excise Tax 

FY 16. 

 

5. Proposals for Education Funding Reform: 

 

As you have likely heard in the media, there are approximately 100 proposals up for reading and 

consideration by our legislators in Montpelier. About 50% are governance based with the other 50% 

focusing on voluntary rather than mandatory approaches and adequacy and equity at the heart of change. I 

am busy keeping informed and weighing in on viability with my colleagues and legislators. I am 

including several of the more informative pieces as attachments for you. Some graduate students at Penn 

State University published a study on Vermont's funding challenges and consolidation. It was rebutted by 

Secretary Holcombe with some strong data. I feel they are both worth the read, so I have included them 

for you below. I am not including the VSBA/VSA #3 Legislative Report because you would have 

received that already. It can also be found on the VSBA website. I am hosting an evening at my home 

tonight for my Superintendent colleagues to gather and discuss these proposals and ideas. 

 

Here is a list of responses/ideas to the proposals that I have been hearing about: 

 

 Health insurance is a primary driver. A statewide health insurance pool should be created where 

all public school employees would negotiate at the state level. 

 Continue the moratorium on unfunded mandates. 

 A major cost driver is employee salaries. The influence of the "comparability pattern" used by 

most fact-finders must be reigned in by legislators.Factors such as the condition of the local 

economy, CPI, tax burdens, employment data, salaries or pay raises by community members, or 

measures of household and personal income should be used to determine comparable data. 

 The Education Fund should only be used for costs overseen by a local board. Examples of 

programs that should be removed from the Education Fund and supported by a broad based tax 

are Adult Basic Education, the Community High School of Vermont, and retired teacher health 

care benefits. 

 Consider ensuring a predictable split of 60% property tax and 40% other revenue that would give 

local boards and the legislature equal interests in controlling costs. 

 Establish a greater policy goal of integrated pre-K12 education systems. 

 Expect the AOE to provide thorough and accurate data on the performance and costs of each 

district and/or supervisory union. 

 Increase incentives and supports for pursuing voluntary mergers, including construction aid 

incentives. 

 Establish a process where the AOE and State Board may intervene where performance and/or 

cost indicators show there to be significant problems. 

 Expand the virtual merger provisions of Act 153 by establishing that SU's act as larger school 

districts such that they:  

1. are  the only governance entity which can employ persons;  

2. become the only entity with policy making authority; 

3. become the LEA for all compliance purposes;  

4. retain all special education, transportation, food service and other revenues defined as local 

revenues by flowing to the SU only; 
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5. create a single education property rate per SU-aggregate ed spending, ed grand lists. and 

equalized pupils at the SU level only; 

6. become the only entity with budgeting authority and the SU budget is directly voted on by 

voters;  

7. establish a single CLA for the SU;  

8. give the SU executive board all budgeting, hiring, and policy authority; 

9. own property and establish reserve funds with voter approval; 

10. close down any non-operating school district; prohibit public tuition dollars from being sent 

out of state except for those specifically mentioned in statute for border communities;  

11. allow public school choice for grades 4-8 within the SU;  

12. create virtual charter schools including high school diploma granting authority;  

13. require reduction in force language to include something other than seniority, ideally 

performance;  

14. mandate collective bargaining on a regional basis. 

 

6. Governor Shumlin's Budget Address- Health Care and Education Property Tax: 

 

In an attempt to keep you all well informed about all the differing points of view regarding school 

spending and education funding reform, I am including the written sections of the Governor's budget 

address pertaining to the rising costs of health care and his suggestions regarding the education funding 

problem. It is called attachment for report below, because it was a pdf. 

 

Regardless of which committee or group you are in, it appears that it is widely believed that it is 

imperative that the General Assembly take action to address the challenges facing public education this 

year. Governor Shumlin described the need to address our challenges as urgent. Many believe that the 

more problematic elements of the challenges are worsening. 

 

The current analysis by Secretary Holcombe and others identify the main problems in the following way: 

1. Excessive and rapidly increasing costs driven largely by personnel expenses and a failure of local 

school systems to "right size" staff in the face of steep declining enrollment continues. 

2. Disparate and inconsistently performing school governance structures that may have been able to 

respond sufficiently in a historic context but are now both inefficient and ineffective in delivering 

a 21st century education remain in effect. 

3. There remains an increasing inequity driven by lack of scale. School districts investing equivalent 

sums of money per pupil are adding educational opportunity and benefit in places where there is 

scale - and cutting programs and reducing educational opportunity in places where there is not.  

4. There remains an inability to measure our effectiveness. In many schools and school districts, 

local and state officials are not able to sufficiently measure effectiveness because classes and 

school sizes are too small.  

 

Whatever happens, we can hope that the legislature will prioritize the initiatives that hold the most 

promise for addressing rising costs and increasing inequity. The current challenges for Vermont's public 

education system are complex and multi-dimensional. If these problems had obvious solutions, we would 

have agreed upon them already. 

 

My biggest concerns are that 1) we cannot solve a statewide problem at the local level piece by piece; 2) 

we cannot solve a statewide problem with a one size fits all plan because the problems we are trying to 

solve are very different problems regionally; and 3) we cannot solve these problems based on the size and 

geographic challenges of our schools because all small or large schools are not the same. Creating 

increasing financial pressures on local districts and/or forcing changes in governance will not achieve 

large enough sustainable cost savings, or address the real spending issues. I believe that while some of the 
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"tweeks" being considered can improve the situation, they will fail to achieve the desired results of more 

reasonable affordability and equitable access and opportunities for all of Vermont's students. 

 

If I were "Queen for the Day" I would take a completely different approach. First, I would analyze the 

costs drivers and then identify why we cannot effect significant change where they are concerned. I am 

working on my 4 Tier Consolidation Model; State, Regional; Supervisory Union and Local. When you 

can't win by changing governance and you recognize there won't be a solution forthcoming BECAUSE 

the problems are not the same, while they do all add up to a spending issue, my systems brain says you 

change what they govern as it relates to these cost drivers. Local boards are held responsible for spending 

increases that they have no local control over. Once you identify the appropriate funding tier, you create 

an expenditure and revenue model particular to those needs. For example: 

 

Brigid's State of Vermont 4 Tier Education Funding Model: 

 

Tier IV: The State Level. All education components that are common to all students in Vermont 

regardless of where they reside and have little or no ability to be increased or reduced by a local board 

decision remain funded in their entirety at the state level. These would include Special Education, 

employee Health Care, Pre-K Universal Education, Dual Enrollment and the like. By bringing Health 

Care up to the state level, we would eliminate the challenges with some districts being small employers 

and others large, in the same collective bargaining agreement. All public school employees would be 

under one large employer. This would bring choice, move many Vermonters on to the exchange, provide 

for greater negotiating leverage and economies of scale, etc. In addition, a foundation would be created to 

possibly develop a statewide teacher's contract that still could include regional differences. This would 

remove a huge ongoing (sometimes every year) time draw and large financial contribution from local 

boards and their budgets.   

 

Tier III: The Regional Level. This would include all teacher salaries and collective bargaining 

agreements, Technical Center costs, Mental Health supports for students and families, transportation, 

some joint purchasing, possibly some financial and accounting services, etc. The budget would be directly 

state funded after approval and submission by a regional board of directors. 

 

Tier II: The Supervisory Union. This budget would become voter approved. It would include all the 

statutory requirements we are responsible for now, pretty much the same central office staffing we have 

now, and possibly all of maintenance and custodial, food service, technology supports, shared staff, etc. 

From here, based on other local and statewide decisions that get made, you could flexibly change this tier. 

For example, if we combined 7/8 middle programs, it might be necessary to have those teachers be 

employed under the WWSU contract in order to pull it off. If the CLA (debt could then be moved to this 

tier) and Equalized Pupils got established at the SU level by legislation, we could open up school choice 

within the SU, especially in grades 4-8, with criteria we establish locally. 

 

Tier I: The Local School District:  This budget would obviously include everything we currently have 

in our local budgets minus the above elements. This budget would much more closely represent those 

areas local boards can control and feel passionate about, mainly programming, student outcomes, 

experiences, and opportunities. Boards could spend much more time "localizing" their schools and using 

student data to make decisions directly related to student learning and success. They would have a greater 

likelihood of "right sizing" their school organizations and more time to work with adjoining districts and 

SU's to change the landscape. 

 

This is a very rough idea that tries to recognize that the solutions we need are dependent upon recognizing 

how different the component parts to the Vermont statewide problem are, and then solving those 

problems by using a systemic smaller part to whole approach. You cannot change what you cannot 
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control. This model better assigns those responsibilities closer to the controllers. The accompanying 

revenue support model then could use a variety of sources and apportionment based on different factors 

creating more elasticity, while still tackling the overall economical development issues in the state and the 

continuing declining enrollment resulting. 

 

Have a wonderful weekend! All feedback is always welcome. Please do not hesitate to share your 

thinking with me, so that I can advocate to the best of my ability for our WWSU communities when I am 

in Montpelier. I remain proud to be your Superintendent of Schools, appreciating everything you all 

contribute to the health of our organization and the focus on successful outcomes for all the students in all 

7 of our schools.  

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Brigid 
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Summary of Incentives Associated with Merger Activities (January 2015) 

 

Note: All of the grants and incentives described below assume a project with an 

operational date on or prior to June 30, 2017.  

 
Study Grants 

Revenue Code 3714, Act 156 Joint Services Facilitation Reimbursement. This $5,000 

grant reimbursing legal and consulting services is the broadest grant. It can be used to 

study any joint activity implemented by at least two districts or supervisory unions. It is 

not limited to the study of merger activities. Recipients can apply for one of the other 

grants following the completions of the grant. 

 

Revenue Code 3715, Act 156 Joint Services Analysis and Implementation. This grant 

reimburses legal and consulting services up to a total of $10,000 paid to all Supervisory 

Unions and School Districts participating in the study for the legal and consulting 

services required to analyze whether the provision of joint services would provide a 

measurable improvement in student opportunities and a decrease in costs, or to 

reimburse Supervisory Unions or School Districts for the transitional costs associated 

with the implementation of joint service agreements or both. Note that this is the only 

study grant that can be applied to costs of transition. This grant is not appropriate for 

the study of district or SU mergers. It is appropriate for the study of the advisability of 

forming a joint school. 

 

Revenue Code 3716, Act 156 SU Merger and Petition. The grant reimburses up to 

$20,000, paid to Supervisory Unions for the legal and consulting services necessary to 

analyze whether a supervisory union merger or consolidation is advisable and for the 

preparation of a petition to the State Board of Education requesting adjustment of SU 

boundaries. The $20,000 grant is the total available to all supervisory unions involved 

with the study. Supervisory unions receiving reimbursement under this grant shall 

have the amount received netted from any funds provided under Section 6 of Act 156.  

 

Revenue Code 3718, Union School Analysis. The grant reimburses up to $20,000 paid 

to reimburse districts participating in a merger study committee, as defined in 16 V.S.A. 

706b, for the legal and consulting fees necessary to produce the analysis and report 

required under 16 V.S.A. 706b concerning the advisability of creating a Union or 

Unified Union School District. Should a study funded with this grant result in a union 

merger, the transition grant up to $150,000 to the new union will be reduced by the 

amount of this grant. 
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Incentives (Note that all incentives are scheduled to sunset on July 1, 2017) 

After voter approval of the establishment of a union, unified union, or interstate school 

district, the Secretary of Education shall pay to the district a transition facilitation grant 

equal to the lesser of: 

1. Five percent of the base amount established in 16 V.S.A. § 4001 (13) multiplied by 

the greater of either the combined enrollment or the average daily membership 

of the merging districts on October 1 of the year in which the successful vote is 

taken; or 

2. $150,000. 

3. The grant awarded shall be reduced by the total amount of reimbursement paid 

for a merger study grant. 

 

All union mergers are eligible for this incentive. Creation of a joint contract school is 

not a merger. 

 

Incentives for Mergers Meeting Established Criteria (RED Incentives) 

Regional Education Districts in all of their manifestations, Modified Unified Union 

Districts, and an elementary union district created out of a majority of elementary 

district members of a high school union are eligible for a set of incentives frequently 

referred to as the RED incentives. These incentives were originally provided in Act 153 

of 2010 and modified along an expansion of mergers that met the criteria in Act 156 of 

2012. 

 

Mergers meeting the eligibility requirements for RED incentives have a choice 

between: 

 Equalized Homestead Property Tax Rates  

o Equalized rates—rates lowered by $0.08 declining to $0.06, to $0.04 to $0.02 

during the first 4 years. 

 Household income sensitivity percentage is calculated accordingly. 

 The rate for each town within the RED shall not increase or decrease 

by more than five percent in a single year. 

OR 

o RED Incentive Grant for one year. 

 Equal to $400.00 per pupil based on the combined enrollment of the 

participating districts on October 1 of the year in which the successful 

vote was taken. 

 

 The sale of school buildings made applicable to mergers other than REDs in Act 156. 

o A RED or merged district eligible for RED incentives is not required to refund 

the state portion of construction or upgrades. {Act 153 of 2010 § 4 (c)} 

 Merged districts eligible for RED incentives that include a district receiving a small 

schools grant will continue to receive a grant in that amount for 5 years. { Act 153 of 

2010 § 4 (d)} 
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Vermont Legislative Joint Fiscal Office 

One Baldwin Street   Montpelier, VT 05633-5701   (802) 828-2295  Fax:  (802) 828-2483 

ISSUE BRIEF 
Date: November 25, 2014 

Prepared by: Joyce Manchester 
 

The Cadillac Tax: An Excise Tax on  

High-Value Health Insurance Plans 

Summary 

The “Cadillac tax” is a federal excise tax on high-value health insurance plans beginning in 

2018. The 40-percent excise tax applies to the value of health benefits over a certain threshold, 

equal to $10,200 for individual plans and $27,500 for family plans in 2018 and indexed in later 

years. JFO estimates that many Vermonters, and most State employees, have insurance plans that 

will be subject to the tax in 2018. Some employers will likely modify their plans or shift the tax 

to their employees in order to prevent their costs from increasing substantially.  

Based on current plan design and Vermont’s share of the national economy, JFO estimates that 

the aggregate excise tax bill in Vermont could be about $9 million in 2018 and about $40 million 

in 2023. All individual and family plans offered to State employees in 2015 are projected to be 

subject to the tax in 2018, imposing a new tax of about $6.8 million on the State government or 

its employees in the absence of changes in plan choice and design. In addition, JFO projects that 

two of the seven individual plans and one of the family plans offered to Vermont school 

employees through VEHI would be subject to the tax at the start of 2018. Revenues from the 

excise tax will partially offset the federal costs of the Affordable Care Act. 

 What is the Cadillac tax? 

To slow growing costs for health care and finance expanded coverage, the Affordable Care Act 

(ACA) imposes an excise tax on high-value health insurance plans. The excise tax will take 

effect in calendar year 2018, thereby affecting one-half of the State of Vermont’s fiscal year 

2018. Health insurance issuers and sponsors of self-funded group health plans will be assessed 

an excise tax on the value of any benefits provided to employees that exceed a predetermined 

threshold. The media has labeled the tax the “Cadillac tax.” 

The excise tax will be imposed on the “excess benefit,” defined as the cost of coverage for health 

benefits that exceeds the annual limit of $10,200 for self-only coverage and $27,500 for self and 

spouse or family coverage. The tax rate is 40 percent. The annual limit or threshold will be 

adjusted for individuals in high-risk professions, such as law enforcement, and may also be 
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adjusted by age and gender. For example, the limits may be higher ($11,850 single, $30,950 self 

and spouse or family) for employers with a disproportionately older population. Analysts expect 

that more specific regulations will be forthcoming from the IRS. The threshold will increase by 

the rate of general inflation plus one percent in 2019 and 2020, and by the rate of general 

inflation in each year beyond 2020. It will be rounded to the nearest $50. Historically, the rate of 

health care inflation has exceeded the rate of general inflation, suggesting that more plans will 

become subject to the tax over time. Revenues from the excise tax will partially offset the federal 

costs of the Affordable Care Act. 

The cost of coverage subject to the tax is more expansive than just the total premium. It also 

includes employer contributions to a health reimbursement account (HRA), employer and 

employee contributions to a health flexible spending account (FSA), and employer and employee 

salary reduction contributions to a health savings account (HSA). In this Issue Brief, we look 

only at the total premium and therefore likely underestimate the reach of the tax. 

For self-funded plans, the “COBRA equivalent” will be used to determine the cost of coverage. 

In those cases, the cost of coverage is determined by the amount the employer would charge 

individuals on COBRA who no longer work for the employer but have the right to pay the full 

cost of the health insurance that was previously paid in part by their employer. Again, 

forthcoming regulations will set the exact rules for determining the COBRA rate and how the tax 

will be paid. 

Some analysts are concerned that the administrative costs associated with the new excise tax 

could be quite high. Reporting requirements could be complex, especially for employers that 

have HRA, FSA, or HSA plans that will be included in the taxable amount. JFO has not 

estimated the implications of those costs. 

How will the excise tax affect Vermonters in general and Vermont State employees, school 

employees, and people who buy health insurance on the exchange in particular? 

Some Vermonters in the private sector may have health insurance plans that would be subject to 

the excise tax, but we have not yet obtained data on those plans. At the same time, most Vermont 

State employees and school employees will have plans that are subject to the tax in 2018 or 

several years thereafter. In addition, Vermonters who purchase the platinum plans on the health 

insurance exchange will face the tax early in the next decade. 

To get a ballpark figure of the new tax burden statewide in Vermont stemming from the excise 

tax on high-value health insurance plans, we turn to nationwide estimates from the Congressional 

Budget Office (CBO). CBO assumes that some employers will reduce the value of their plans to 

avoid the tax, but others will simply pay it. The estimates suggest that $5 billion will be collected 

nationwide through the Cadillac tax in fiscal year 2018. That sum would grow to $22 billion in 



 

3 
 

fiscal year 2023. Vermont generally accounts for 0.18 percent of U.S. economic activity,
1
 

suggesting that insurance companies and self-insured employers would pay about $9 million in 

2018 on behalf of Vermonters who have high-value health insurance policies. That estimate for 

Vermont may be low given the prevalence of higher value plans in the State. For example, a Pew 

report on state employee health plan spending in 2013 finds that Vermont State employees have 

the fifth highest average total premium in the country. Based on the national estimates, the excise 

tax levy for Vermont is estimated to reach $40 million in 2023. 

Impact on Vermont State Employees. Information on premium amounts and enrollment for 

Vermont State employees and retirees under age 65 offers insight on how the Cadillac tax could 

affect public plans. For 2015, Vermont State employees and retirees may choose one of two 

health insurance plans.
2
 Based on the announced 2015 premium amounts, the Total Choice Plan 

for both individuals and families would be subject to the excise tax in 2015 if it were already in 

effect. JFO estimates that both the Total Choice Plan and the SelectCare POS Plan for 

individuals and families would be subject to the excise tax in 2018 (see Table 1).
3
 For example, 

the Total Choice plan for individuals is projected to be subject to the excise tax on about $3,500 

of excess benefits, resulting in a tax of about $1,400. The excess benefit in the SelectCare family 

plan is projected to be about $4,000, for a tax of about $1,600. Given the distribution of 

individual and family plans in Total Choice and SelectCare POS plans in 2014, the total excise 

tax for all State employees could be about $6.8 million in 2018. 

Impact on Vermont School Employees. Active school employees and retired school employees 

under age 65 covered by the Vermont Education Health Initiative (VEHI) may choose one of 

seven health insurance plans. Using premium amounts for the 2014–2015 school year updated 

with the 2015–2016 projected range of increase, JFO estimates that two of the seven plans for 

individuals and one of the family plans would be subject to the tax in the first half of calendar 

year 2018; three of the plans for individuals and families would be subject to the tax in the 

second half of 2018 (see Table 2). In the second half of 2019, JFO estimates that two more plans, 

including the most popular plan, would become subject to the tax. 

 

                                                           
1
 Data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis show that Vermont GDP has been approximately 0.18 percent of U.S. 

GDP in recent years. 
2
 Three plans were offered until 2015, but as a result of collective bargaining between the State and Vermont State 

Employees’ Association in 2014, the State Employees’ Health Plan will no longer offer the option of the 

HealthGuard PPO Plan. 
3
 Premiums in future years increase with the preliminary consensus annual growth rates for non-Medicare,  

non-Medicaid health care costs developed by the Administration, RAND, and JFO. The projected trend for 2015 

through 2018 is 6.2 percent, 6.1 percent, 7.7 percent, and 6.6 percent, respectively. For years beyond 2018, the 

consensus trend is 6.25 percent. See “Preliminary Consensus Health Care Spending Trends,” October 28, 2014. 

http://www.leg.state.vt.us/jfo/healthcare/health_spending_trend_memo_final.pdf. 

http://www.leg.state.vt.us/jfo/healthcare/health_spending_trend_memo_final.pdf
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Impact on Vermonters Who Buy Insurance through the Exchange. For Vermonters who buy 

health insurance on the exchange, only the platinum plans are expected to be subject to the 

excise tax over the next decade or so. Platinum plans offer more generous coverage than silver, 

gold, or bronze plans and would be more likely to exceed the annual limits for the excise tax. 

Neither the BlueCross BlueShield of Vermont (BCBSVT) platinum plans nor the MVP platinum 

plans for individuals and families in Vermont would be subject to the tax in 2018, JFO estimates 

(see Table 3). In 2020, the MVP platinum family plan is expected to exceed the annual limit, and 
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both BCBSVT and MVP platinum plans for individuals and families would exceed the annual 

limits by 2022. 

 

What level of awareness exists in the public sector regarding the Cadillac tax? 

Awareness of the new excise tax on high-value health insurance plans is gaining steam, and 

some organizations that oversee health insurance plans for public employees are already 

planning for its impending implementation. 

For example, officials in both State government and the Vermont State Employees’ Association 

know about the coming excise tax and recognize the need to take it into account when they begin 

bargaining the next contract for State employees in the fall of 2015. That contract negotiation 

will determine the benefit package for State employees between July 2016 and June 2018 and 

will therefore include plans that could be subject to the new tax in calendar year 2018. 

VEHI is using an outside benefits consultant to help navigate the costs and implications of the 

new excise tax on high-value tax plans and awaits further guidance from the federal government. 

The Vermont League of Cities and Towns is aware that a few of their cities as well as many 

employees of smaller towns who purchase platinum plans on the exchange will face the new 

excise tax. All employers with 50 or fewer employees currently use the exchange to purchase 

health insurance for their employees, with the vast majority purchasing platinum plans. Town 

governments with 50 or fewer employees fall into this category. By 2016, all towns with 100 or 

fewer employees will use the exchange. At that time, it is likely that only the largest cities in 

Vermont will maintain their own self-insured health insurance plans. In 2018 when the excise tax 
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goes into effect, the excise tax as it applies to platinum plans on the exchange could affect a 

number of Vermont cities and towns. 

Around the country, some state and local governments have already indicated a need to take 

action. The New York Times noted in 2013 that cities and towns across the country are pushing 

municipal unions to accept cheaper health benefits in anticipation of the Cadillac tax. If 

municipalities and unions can reduce their health care costs, perhaps by increasing the amounts 

employees are required to pay in out-of-pocket expenses and increasing their deductibles, they 

may avoid the excise tax; if they cannot, the price of the tax in 2018 could be substantial. 

In New Jersey, Governor Chris Christie has warned that taxpayers will have to pay $261 million 

for public employee health benefits that exceed the threshold in 2018. The Cadillac tax is 

expected to reach $837 million in that State four years later. 

A blog entry by Physicians for a National Health Program suggests that “cities including New 

York and Boston, and school districts from Westchester County, N.Y., to Orange County, Calif., 

are warning unions that if they cannot figure out how to rein in health care costs now, the price 

when the tax goes into effect will be steep, threatening raises and even jobs.” 

How is the private sector responding to the Cadillac tax? 

Some private employers are already taking actions to mitigate the cost of the Cadillac tax. 

Because health care costs are expected to rise more rapidly than the annual limits for the excise 

tax in the future, a growing number of health insurance plans likely will be subject to the tax in 

years beyond 2018. Many analysts believe that the response by employers to the Cadillac tax will 

be mixed. Some employers will pay the new tax to maintain their high-value health insurance 

plans, perhaps passing along some of the added cost to their employees. Other employers will 

take actions to reduce the generosity of their plans to avoid payment of the new tax.  

A couple of recent surveys of private employers provide details on how employers are 

responding to the new excise tax. In general, high-value plans could be cut back by increasing 

deductibles and co-pays and limiting reimbursement amounts through the use of networks or 

other structures that change the delivery of health care. Alternatively, employers could keep their 

high-value plans and pass along some or all of the new excise tax to employees or stop offering 

health insurance at the workplace because the exchange is available. 

A recent analysis of large U.S. employers by Towers Watson finds that roughly one-half of large 

U.S. employers will be hit with the excise tax in 2018; by 2023, 82 percent of all plans, public 

and private, will likely be impacted by the Cadillac tax. According to the survey, private 

employers are planning either to reduce the cost of their plans explicitly, pass on the tax to their 

employees, or give employees a stipend of taxable dollars and encourage them to purchase 

coverage through a public or private insurance exchange. 
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Another recent survey by Aon Hewitt finds that 68 percent of the 317 employers interviewed 

expect the excise tax to affect at least one or the majority of their current health plans by 2023. 

When asked about future actions they are likely to consider in order to minimize their exposure 

to the tax, employers reported that they are likely or highly likely to consider the following 

actions: 

 Reduce plan design richness through higher out-of-pocket member share (79 percent) 

 Adopt cost control strategies, such as reference-based pricing and a narrow provider 

network (40 percent) 

 Restructure coverage tiers to align with tax threshold ratios (37 percent)  

 Limit FSA, HSA, and/or HRA contributions counted against the thresholds (31 percent)  

 Limit buy-up options for employees (26 percent)  

 Move to a private health exchange (16 percent)  
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The Impact of Health Care Reform 

on School Budgets & Negotiations 



VEHI’s Value to School Districts 
 

 Rates are set as low as responsibly possible by a member-
elected board  

 Rates are set to meet school budget timing needs 

 Any funds not needed by the health program belong to the 
member schools 

 VEHI provides a robust research-based wellness program 
designed specifically for school employees and school cultures 

 High level of customer service for both school business offices 
and school employees 

 In-depth, customized support to understand and implement 
the ACA 

 Union partnership allows for confidence by both parties 
regarding rates, plans and information 



New Health Care Realities Affect the Value 

of VEHI to Districts 

  

 Although historically, VEHI has been the best place for 

Vermont school districts to obtain employer 

sponsored health coverage, federal and state health 

care reform has changed the dynamics.  As a result, 

the ‘cost’ of staying in VEHI under the current 

legislative constraints is significant and growing as 

indicated by the following information. 

 



Challenges of Remaining with VEHI 

 A district must be willing to accept the 
limitations of grandfathered [GF] plans which 
means the district must: 

 
 Continue to offer platinum plus plans  

 
 Be satisfied with their current VEHI plan offerings  

 
 Be satisfied with cost sharing arrangements 

between employer and employees 
 

 Understand that as of 2018 the ACA includes an 
excise tax on high costs plans.   

 



FY16 - Excise Tax Exposure 
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Please see the following page for important notes and considerations on 

the Excise Tax Exposure analysis.    
Important 

$6,000

$7,000

$8,000

$9,000

$10,000

$11,000

2013-2014 2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017 2017-2018 2018-2019 2019-2020

Si
n

gl
e

 E
m

p
lo

ye
e

 R
at

e

Financial Year

VEHI Excise Tax Exposure Analysis - FY16

Tax Threshold

Unmanaged MH - JY

JY

Unmanaged MH - Comp $0

Comp $0

Comp $100

Unmanaged MH - Comp $300

VHP - Dual Option & Comp 300

Comp $1,200 & HSA Comp $1,800



Important Notes on Exposure Analysis 
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INC.  

 The exposure analysis illustration is for single employee rates. 

 The original law established both single and family thresholds, with no allowance 
for two-person tiers.  VEHI is awaiting final federal guidance on how the “family” 
threshold will apply to two-person and family tiers before conducting analysis on 
these plans.   

 “Plan Value” is used to determine exposure, rather than the VEHI 
rate alone. 

 While VEHI Rates have been used to illustrate exposure, the excise tax will apply 
to the total plan value. Current guidance suggests that plan value will include 
VEHI rates AND all employer contributions toward an HRA, all employee and 
employer contributions toward an FSA, and all employer contributions and 
employee pre-tax contributions toward an HRA.  Final guidance is expected to 
clarify inputs for plan value as 2018 approaches. 

 Excise tax threshold may be adjusted as 2018 approaches. 

 Certain factors may be cause the thresholds to move up or down from their 
current levels, and plans may exceed or avoid excise thresholds as a result. 

 

 



Health Care Dynamics Have Changed 

 Bargaining can no longer be limited to two numbers: 
premium rate increase and premium cost share 

 Districts have an obligation to negotiate appropriate 
health benefits that are sustainable given school budget 
constraints  
 Plan designs on VHC are more reflective of state and national 

norms 

 VHC offers more options for employees, many of whom may 
now be over-insured 

 VHC plans are designed to engage consumers more actively to 
ensure informed use of the health care system to bend the 
cost curve 

 Employee share of premium should be based on ability to pay  

 Employees should contribute more to enroll in higher AV plans 

 Lower premium plans will remain below Excise Tax threshold 
longer 
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PreK - 12 Education Expenditures  

Salaries 

61% 

Benefits 

19% 

Other 

20% 



VHC vs. VEHI Plan Comparison 
CY ‘15 Popular VEHI Plans CY ’15 VT Health Connect Plans 

VHP Platinum – Plus 

 

Annual Premium Cost = $202.2 

Million 

Platinum 

$300 Comp 

Platinum 

 

Gold 

$1,200 Comp 

Gold 

 

Annual Premium Cost = $163.4 

Million 

Silver 

Bronze 

Total Savings $38.8 Million 



2014 Collective Bargaining Settlements 

 Modest premium share adjustments are the norm 

 Districts are remaining within 5 percentage points of the 

premium split in 2010 in order to keep grandfathered status – 

meaning less than one percentage point a year MAX 

 

 Some exceptions: 

 South Burlington 

 Orange East Supervisory Union – Bradford and Newbury 

 Windsor Central Supervisory Union - Barnard 



South Burlington Board’s Proposal 

 VEHI Comp 1200 Plan (VHC Gold Plan equivalent) 

 16% employee contribution to premiums 

 District pays 100% of deductibles 

 District pays office visit co-pays (estimated at $390/person) 

 Deductibles and co-pays funded by District’s premium savings 

and managed through HRA (utilization rate) 

 Employees realize savings over $700,000 

 District realizes savings of $500,000 

 



Union Response to SB Board’s Proposal 

“The Board’s proposal is not fair, and it is not 

reasonable.  While the healthcare storm 

rages…school districts all around us 

understand the wisdom in battening 

down the hatches and weathering the storm. 

It serves the interest of both sides…to 

maintain the status quo and protect 

grandfathered status...Reckless decisions in 

the interim are not in anyone’s best interest.”    

E. Stone-SBEA 



The Fact Finder’s Report…  

“No other district in Chittenden County and only a very 

few in the state have replaced the Dual Option Plan with 

the 1200 Comp Plan.  It is difficult to articulate a 

justification for South Burlington to step away from 

the pattern… 

 

The District is seeking to act as a trailblazer…But fact 

finders generally resist recommending “game-

changing” modifications to existing contract language…  

In this period of uncertainty as the ACA and Vermont health 

care policy are dramatically evolving, the Association is 

justified in its goal to maintain the status quo.” 



From SB Community Members… 

“The taxpayers, the home owners, the families of the 

students we are trying to educate have unfairly been 

burdened with 2 years in a row of 10% school tax 

increases.  Many of us have 2 jobs.  We are not getting 

raises.  We are not earning more money.  We work 6 

days a week all year, many of us go without vacations at 

all.  We are all paying more for health care…” 

 

"I believe the association leaders are out of touch with 

the current reality for the American workplace regarding 

benefits." 



Windsor Central Supervisory Union 

Barnard employees lost grandfathered status, requiring 

them to go into Vermont Health Connect on 7/1/2014 

 

 District was paying 100% $1200 Comp plan and HRA 

covering full deductible, coinsurance and copays [100% 

AV] 

 

 District currently at Fact Finding but maintaining status 

quo of $100% Platinum plan and HRA 100% all oop costs 

for 100% AV 



Orange East Supervisory Union 

Bradford and Newbury teachers lost grandfathered 

status, requiring them to move to VHC on 1/1/15 

 District was paying 82% of VHP [AV 95%] 

 District settled a contract that offered three options on 

VHC 

 82% Platinum Plan [AV @90%] 

 82% Gold Plan [AV @80%] and HRA to cover entire 

deductible and coinsurance making this a 95% AV plan 

 82% Bronze CDHP plan and HSA contribution of 

$2,000/$4,000 per year.  Employees retain the HSA funds if not 

used. 



Boards Must Prepare to Negotiate Changes 

to Health Care Plans 

 

 Ensure your business office has the resources and supports it needs 
to analyze and develop cost-saving health care proposals.  

 

 State that keeping grandfathered status is not an objective.  

 

 Use the NEEP Index and budget vote patterns to justify the board’s 
salary and benefit proposals. 

 

 Put the 2018 Excise Tax on the table.  

 

 Do not settle long-term contracts.  

 

 Offer VHC plans in addition to VEHI plans, if applicable. 



VSBA Resources to Support Bargaining 

 VSBA Master Agreement Search System 

 

 Day-Long Negotiations Training:  “Learn the NEA Way” by 

Joe Blanchette 

 

 New Health Care Reopener Language for 2015 

 

 Phone/email consultation 

 

 Communications Support 



Addressing Health Care Costs in Education: 

Public Policy Goals 

 

 School district employees are enrolled in health care 

plans that avoid the excise tax 

 

 Taxpayers see some relief from annual rate increases that 

outpace the cost of living 

 

 Employees are treated fairly 

 

 Collective bargaining rights of both sides are respected 



Policy Approaches to Achieve the Goals 

Policy Change What it accomplishes Why do it? 

Fact Finding Standards 

& Guidelines 

Requires Fact Finders to 

look at indicators of a 

community’s ability to pay 

rather than comparability 

Gives boards leverage with 

their communities to make 

changes to employee 

benefit structures 

Expedited Bargaining 

to Avoid Excise Tax 

Facilitates the transition to 

new VEHI plans that are 

designed to avoid the 

excise tax 

Creates a dynamic where 

change is inevitable; the 

details of that change are 

what is negotiated locally 

Statewide Public 

Employee Health 

Insurance Pool 

Removes health care from 

the local bargaining table; 

state representatives would 

bargain health insurance 

Cost savings of up to $14 

million by moving to the 

state employee plan; locals 

do not have to bargain 

health care 



Contact Information 

 

Laura Soares 

VSBIT President/CEO 

laura@vsbit.org 

 

Nicole Mace 

VSBA General Counsel 

nmace@vtvbsa.org  

mailto:laura@vsbit.org
mailto:nmace@vtvbsa.org
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Important Notes on Exposure 
Analysis 
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• The exposure analysis illustration is for single employee rates. 

• The original law established both single and family thresholds, with no allowance for 
two-person tiers.  VEHI is awaiting final federal guidance on how the “family” 
threshold will apply to two-person and family tiers before conducting analysis on 
these plans.   

• “Plan Value” is used to determine exposure, rather than the VEHI rate alone. 

• While VEHI Rates have been used to illustrate exposure, the excise tax will apply to 
the total plan value. Current guidance suggests that plan value will include VEHI 
rates AND all employer contributions toward an HRA, all employee and employer 
contributions toward an FSA, and all employer contributions and employee pre-tax 
contributions toward an HRA.  Final guidance is expected to clarify inputs for plan 
value as 2018 approaches. 

• Excise tax threshold may be adjusted as 2018 approaches. 

• Certain factors may be cause the thresholds to move up or down from their current 
levels, and plans may exceed or avoid excise thresholds as a result. 
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Vermont Educational Reform:  
A Balanced Approach to Equity and Funding 

	  
Daniella	  Hall	  and	  Ian	  Burfoot-‐Rochford	  i	  

Penn	  State	  University 
 

Executive	  Summary	  
	  

The	   State	   of	   Vermont’s	   educational	   system	   faces	   unprecedented	   challenges.	   Rising	   education	  
costs,	  exacerbated	  by	  declining	  student	  enrollment,	  has	  led	  to	  an	  exponential	  growth	  in	  per	  pupil	  
spending.	  Vermont	  schools	  are	   failing	   to	  consistently	   improve	  students’	  academic	  achievement	  
and	  close	  the	  income-‐based	  achievement	  gap.	  Vermont’s	  fiscal	  and	  educational	  challenges	  have	  
prompted	   multiple	   reform	   proposals.	   However,	   extensive	   research	   shows	   that	   key	  
recommendations	   such	   as	   consolidation	   could be counterproductive, producing negative 
unintended consequences for students, their families and their communities in this 
predominately rural state.	   In	   sum,	   the	   state	   needs	   fiscal	   and	   educational	   reform	   that	   is	  
appropriate	  for	  Vermont.	  
	  

RESEARCH	  ON	  CONSOLIDATION	  
Drawing	  from	  over	  a	  century	  of	   research	  on	  the	  outcomes	  of	  district	  and	  school	  consolidation,	  
we	   found	   no	   evidence	   that	   consolidation	   will	   produce	   beneficial	   financial	   or	   educational	  
outcomes	  for	  Vermont.	  To	  illustrate	  the	  likely	  outcomes	  of	  mandated	  consolidation,	  we	  provide	  
a	  case	  study	  of	  Maine’s	  recent	  district	  reorganization	  plan	  and	  current	  status.	  	  
	   We	  also	  found	  previous	  experiences	  that	  suggest	  policies	  that	  eliminate	  or	  reduce	  the	  Small	  
Schools	  Grant	  will	  undermine	  the	  economic	  and	  social	  stability	   in	  Vermont’s	  numerous	  small	  
towns.	   Such	  proposals	   fail	   to	  account	   for	   the	  critical	   role	   small	   schools	  play	   in	   sustaining	   their	  
local	  communities.	  We	  assert	  that	  Vermont’s	  small	  schools	  are	  one	  of	  the	  state’s	  strengths,	  and	  
can	  be	  leveraged	  to	  increase	  academic,	  economic,	  and	  community	  development.	  	  
	  

	  
A	  BALANCED	  PROPOSAL	  FOR	  VERMONT	  

This	  proposal	   is	  designed	  to	  provide	   locally	  controlled,	   fiscally	  responsible,	  educationally	  sound	  
reform	  that	  is	  informed	  by	  research	  and	  practice.	  The	  proposed	  reform	  has	  two	  components:	  	  
	  
Reform	  Act	  60/68	  Funding	  Structures:	  	  

1. Establish	  parameters	  for	  school	  budget	  items	  funded	  through	  the	  education	  fund.	  	  
2. Lower	  the	  excess	  spending	  threshold,	  while	  also	  implementing	  size-‐based	  exemptions	  to	  

ensure	  equity	  regardless	  of	  school	  size.	   	  
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Reform	  Small	  Schools	  Grants:	  	  

1. Restructure	  the	  Small	  Schools	  Grant	  to	  a	  competitive	  application	  process	  that	  incentivizes	  
school	  partnerships	  with	  families,	  communities,	  and	  businesses.	  	  

2. Increase	   funding	   for	   the	   restructured	   Small	   Schools	   Grant	   as	   a	   means	   to	   promote	  
economic	  development	  and	  academic	  innovation	  in	  rural	  communities.	  	  

	  
	  

SUMMARY	  
	  

Vermont	  faces	  a	  critical	  juncture	  in	  educational	  reform.	  Educational	  costs	  are	  rising	  while	  student	  
populations	  are	  decreasing,	  and	  Vermont’s	  schools	  have	  persistent	  achievement	  gaps.	  A	  century	  
of	   research	   strongly	   suggests	   neither	   district	   consolidation	   nor	   the	   elimination	   of	   the	   Small	  
Schools	  Grant	  will	  produce	  needed	  reforms.	   Instead,	  we	  recommend	  a	  balanced	  approach	  that	  
revises	  current	  funding	  to	  decrease	  local	  school	  budgets	  and	  redesigns	  the	  Small	  Schools	  Grant	  
to	  strengthen	  cultural	  and	  economic	  health	  in	  rural	  communities.	  Our	  plan	  honors	  local	  control,	  
fiscal	   responsibility,	   and	   effective	   educational	   improvement.	   Now	   is	   the	   time	   to	   invest	   in	   the	  
futuristic	   needs	   of	   students	   and	   rural	   communities.	  Our	   plan	   proposes	   a	   path	   forward,	  where	  
public	  education	  makes	  living	  and	  working	  in	  rural	  communities	  a	  sustainable	  choice	  in	  Vermont.	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

This	   policy	   brief	   was	   co-‐authored	   by	   Daniella	   Hall	   and	   Ian	   Burfoot-‐Rochford,	   rural	   education	  
researchers	  with	  expertise	  on	  Vermont’s	  small	  schools.	  Collectively,	  the	  authors	  have	  researched	  
and	   taught	   in	   rural	   New	   England	   communities	   for	   over	   20	   years.	   They	   have	   a	   strong	   vested	  
interest	  in	  the	  state’s	  schools,	  as	  well	  as	  a	  research-‐driven	  understanding	  of	  the	  complexities	  of	  
Vermont’s	  educational	  system.	  
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Vermont Educational Reform:	  
A Balanced Approach to Equity and Funding 

	  

Daniella	  Hall	  and	  Ian	  Burfoot-‐Rochfordi	  	  
Penn	  State	  University	  

	  
The	   State	   of	   Vermont’s	   educational	   system	  
faces	   unprecedented	   challenges.	   Rising	  
education	   costs,	   exacerbated	   by	   declining	  
student	  enrollment,	  has	   led	   to	  an	  exponential	  
growth	   in	   per	   pupil	   spending.	   Furthermore,	  
nearly	   all	   public	   schools	   are	   currently	  
identified	   as	   “failing”	   under	   No	   Child	   Left	  
Behind	   (NCLB).	   While	   many	   contend	   NCLB’s	  
designations	   inaccurately	   represents	  
Vermont’s	   school	   performance,	   educational	  
leaders	   agree	   Vermont	   schools	   are	   failing	   to	  
consistently	   improve	   student	   outcomes	   and	  
close	  the	  income-‐based	  achievement	  gap.	  	  
	   Vermont’s	   fiscal	   and	   educational	  
challenges	   have	   prompted	   multiple	   reform	  
proposals.	  However,	  extensive	  research	  shows	  
that	   key	   recommendations,	   such	   as	  
consolidation	   or	   elimination	   of	   the	   Small	  
Schools	  Grant,	  would	  do	  more	  harm	  than	  good	  
in	   the	   state.	   The	   state	   needs	   reform	   that	   is	  
appropriate	  for	  Vermont.	  
	   The	   purpose	   of	   this	   policy	   brief	   is	   three-‐
fold.	  First,	  we	   identify	  the	  unique	  elements	  of	  
Vermont’s	   educational	   system,	   as	   well	   as	  
current	   challenges	   for	   schools	   and	   taxpayers.	  
Second,	   we	   use	   research	   and	   case	   studies	   to	  
analyze	   current	   legislative	   recommendations	  
intended	   to	   resolve	   the	   state’s	   issues.	   Third,	  
we	   offer	   an	   alternative	   proposal	   designed	   for	  
Vermont	   that	   is	   locally	   controlled,	   fiscally	  
responsible,	  educationally	  sound	  reform.	  	  
	  
	  

VERMONT’S	  UNIQUE	  SYSTEM	  
Local	   Control:	   In	   contrast	   to	   many	   states,	  
Vermont’s	   educational	   system	   is	   highly	  
localized.	  Most	  school	  districts	  contain	  a	  single	  
town,	   where	   educational	   decisions	   are	  
determined	   by	   locally-‐elected	   school	   boards.	  
The	   majority	   of	   school	   districts	   belong	   to	  
Supervisory	   Unions	   and	   are	   overseen	   by	  
superintendents.	   The	   superintendents	   have	  
limited	   authority	   however,	   as	   the	  majority	   of	  
educational	   control	   resides	   at	   the	   local	   level.	  
Local	   control	   is	   fiercely	   protected	   by	  
Vermonters,	   who	   view	   self-‐governance	   as	   a	  
vital	  and	  historical	  right.	  
	  
Act	   60/68:	   Vermont	   implemented	   a	   new	  
educational	   funding	   system,	   Act	   60,	   in	  
response	   to	   Brigham	   v.	   State	   (1997).	   Prior	   to	  
Act	   60,	   individual	   communities	   funded	   their	  
schools	   through	   locally	   set	   homestead	   tax	  
rates,	   which	   generated	   disparities	   in	  
educational	   opportunities.2	   Revised	   in	   2003	  
under	   Act	   68,	   the	   legislation	   centralized	  
education	   funding	  by	   collecting	   local	   taxes	  on	  
the	   state	   level	   and	   redistributing	   them	   to	  
communities	   per	   equalized	   pupil	   (PEP).3	   To	  
offset	   inequalities	   generated	   by	   school	   size,	  
the	   state	   also	   implemented	   Small	   Schools	  
Grant,	   which	   provide	   additional	   funding	   for	  
schools	   with	   small	   or	   rapidly	   decreasing	  
student	  populations.	  	  
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VERMONT’S	  CURRENT	  CHALLENGES	  
Funding:	   Over	   the	   past	   fifteen	   years,	  
Vermont’s	   per	   pupil	   spending	   has	   drastically	  
increased.	   Between	   2000	   –	   2011,	   per	   pupil	  
expenditures	   increased	   by	   149.9%.a4	   Vermont	  
currently	  ranks	  fifth	  in	  the	  country	  in	  per	  pupil	  
spending,	   paying	   an	   average	   of	   $16,788	   per	  
student	   in	   2013.5	   Furthermore,	   this	   spending	  
growth	  occurred	  at	  a	  much	  faster	  rate	  than	  the	  
national	  average.	  
	   Growing	   education	   costs	   are	   attributable	  
to	   rising	   educational	   expenditures	   and	   a	  
drastic	   decline	   in	   statewide	   student	  
enrollment.	   From	   2000	   –	   2010,	   the	   state	  
experienced	   an	   18%	   decrease	   in	   student	  
enrollment,	   which	   is	   projected	   to	   continue	  
long-‐term.6	   Small	   schools	   and	   districts	   have	  
felt	   the	  brunt	  of	   lower	  enrollments	   and	   rising	  
costs.	  Many	  small	  schools	  and	  districts	  are	  now	  
running	   below	   enrollment	   capacity	   and	   are	  
facing	   extreme	   per	   pupil	   costs	   due	   to	  
‘diseconomies	  of	  scale’.7	  	  
	   Other	  school	  level	  factors	  influenced	  rising	  
education	   costs.	   Teacher	   salaries	   are	   one	   of	  
the	  largest	  educational	  expenditures;	  Vermont	  
increased	   its	   teacher	   population	   by	   8%	   over	  
the	   past	   five	   years,	   generating	   considerable	  
growth	   in	   salary	   expenses.8	   Special	   education	  
costs	   rose	   significantly	  over	   the	  past	  decade.9	  
School	   district	   health	   care	   premiums	   rose	   to	  
$172	  million	   dollars	   over	   the	   last	   school	   year	  
alone.10	   These	   three	   factors	   –	   rising	   teacher	  
salaries,	   special	   education	   expenses,	   and	  
health	   insurance	   premiums	   –	   exacerbate	  
already	  high	  per	  pupil	  expenditures	  statewide.	  
The	   dramatic	   increase	   in	   educational	   funding	  
has	   resulted	   in	   a	   similar	   increase	   in	   property	  
taxes,	   which	   fund	   the	   state’s	   local	   schools.	  

                                                
a 1999-‐2000	  per	  pupil	  expenditures	  were	  $6,981;	  2010-‐
11	  per	  pupil	  expenditures	  rose	  to	  	  $17,447	  (Picus	  et	  al.,	  
2012).  

Property	   tax	   increases	   resulted	   in	   community	  
upheaval	   and	   the	   rejection	   of	   35	   school	  
budgets	   in	   2014.11	   Statewide,	   residents	   are	  
demanding	  change.	  	  	  

	  
Academics:	   Since	   implementation	   of	   Act	  
60/68,	  Vermont	  schools	  have	  made	  small	  gains	  
on	   student	   achievement	   and	   educational	  
equity	   measures,	   such	   as	   the	   New	   England	  
Common	   Assessment	   Program.12	   While	  
Vermont	   performs	   well	   on	   national	   and	  
international	  measures,	  within-‐state	  academic	  
progress	   is	   inconsistent	   across	   schools,	   and	  
does	   not	   reflect	   outcomes	   predicted	   by	   Act	  
60/68	   implementation.	   Frustration	   over	   rising	  
education	  costs	   is	  compounded	  by	  the	   lack	  of	  
progress	   towards	   educational	   goals.	  
Furthermore,	   as	   there	   is	   no	   consensus	  
regarding	   the	   underlying	   causes	   of	   school	  
performance	   deviations13	   the	   state	   does	   not	  
have	  a	  unified	  intervention	  plan.	  
	   We	   believe	   Vermont’s	   current	   education	  
system	   and	   proposed	   reforms	   undervalues 
inherent strengths of rurality and small schools	  
and	   exacerbate	   inequities.	   We	   believe	   rural	  
schools	   are	   a	   strength,	   not	   a	   problem,	   and	  
should	   be	   capitalized	   to	   sustain	   local	  
communities.	  	  	  	  
	  
Rural	   Education:	  Vermont	   is	   one	   of	   the	  most	  
rural	   states	   in	   the	   nation,	   second	   only	   to	  
Maine,	  based	  on	  percentage	  of	  residents	  living	  
in	   rural	   areas.	   Unsurprisingly,	   Vermont’s	  
educational	   system	   is	   also	   rural:	   over	   70%	   of	  
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schools	   in	   the	   state	   are	   located	   in	   rural	  
communities.14	   The	   high	   number	   of	   rural	  
schools	   has	   significant	   implications	   for	   the	  
state,	  as	   rural	  schools	  play	  critical	   roles	   in	   the	  
economic,	  political,	  and	  social	  stability	  of	  their	  
communities.15	   Rural	   communities	   that	   close	  
their	   local	   schools	   are	   more	   likely	   to	  
experience	   outmigration	   of	   young	   families;	  
which	   has	   devastating	   implications	   for	  
Vermont’s	  declining	  population.16	  
	  
Small	   Schools:	   Typical	   of	   predominantly	   rural	  
states,	   nearly	   1/3	   of	   Vermont’s	   schools	   are	  
identified	   as	   small.	   As	   previously	   noted,	   a	  
major	   challenge	   to	   small	   schools	   is	   their	  
diseconomies	   of	   scale17:	   small	   schools	   are	   far	  
more	  expensive	  per	  pupil	   than	   larger	   schools.	  
However,	   most	   small	   schools	   in	   Vermont	   are	  
also	  rural	  schools;	  thus	  school	  costs	  are	  offset	  
by	   the	  economic	  and	  cultural	  capital	  provided	  
to	   their	   communities.18	   Research	   shows	   small	  
schools	   are	   also	   more	   likely	   to	   eliminate	  
poverty-‐based	   achievement	   gaps.19	   This	   is	  
evident	   in	   small,	   rural	   community	   schools,	  
such	   as	   Montgomery	   and	   Dover,	   which	  
consistently	   demonstrate	   high	   student	  
outcomes	  regardless	  of	  students’	  background.	  	  	  
	  
PROPOSED	  REFORMS	  
Consolidation:	   Last	   winter,	   responding	   to	  
statewide	   frustration	   over	   financial	   and	  
educational	   challenges	   discussed	   above,	  
Vermont’s	  House	  proposed	  mandatory	  district	  
consolidation	  under	  the	  legislation	  H.	  883.	  The	  
legislation	   H.	   883	   was	   a	   direct	   response	   to	  
rising	  concerns	  over	  the	  cost	  of	  education	  and	  
perceived	   educational	   inequities.	   Although	   H.	  
883	   generated	   support	   from	   educational	   and	  
political	   groups	   around	   the	   state,	   it	   raised	  
significant	  controversy,	  and	  ultimately	  failed	  to	  
pass	  before	  the	  legislature	  adjourned.	  	  

Despite	   its	   failure	   during	   the	   2014	   legislative	  
session,	   district	   consolidation	   remains	   a	  
popular	  policy	  recommendation.	  Campaign	  For	  
Vermont	   proposes	   reorganizing	   the	   state’s	  
supervisory	   unions	   into	   17	   Regional	  
Educational	   Administrative	   Districts,	   asserting	  
this	   move	   will	   increase	   efficiencies,	   lower	  
costs,	   and	   preserve	   local	   control.20	   Other	  
legislators	   have	   expressed	   support	   for	  
consolidation	   as	   a	   means	   to	   improve	  
educational	   innovation	   while	   reducing	  
statewide	  expenses.	  	  
	  
Small	   Schools	   Grants:	   A	   second	   proposed	  
reform	  calls	  for	  the	  elimination	  or	  reduction	  of	  
the	   Small	   Schools	   Grant.	   The	   reform	   has	  
emerged	   periodically	   over	   the	   past	   several	  
years	   as	  members	   of	   the	   legislature	   question	  
the	   long-‐term	   fiscal	   viability	   of	   small	   schools.	  
December	   2014,	   the	   Education	   Finance	  
Working	   Group	   recommended	   reducing	   the	  
Small	  Schools	  Grant	  so	  that	  it	  would	  only	  apply	  
to	  geographically	  isolated	  schools.21	  	  
	  
ANALYSIS	  OF	  PROPOSED	  REFORMS	  
What	   Does	   the	   Research	   Say?	   In	   the	   United	  
States,	   district	   and	   school	   consolidation	   has	  
been	  implemented	  as	  an	  educational	  and	  fiscal	  
reform	   for	   over	   a	   century.	   A	   large	   body	   of	  
research	   on	   the	   outcomes	   of	   consolidation	  
therefore	   enables	   us	   to	   analyze	   the	   likely	  
outcomes	   in	   Vermont.	   In	   this	   section	   of	   our	  
brief,	   we	   review	   data	   on	   the	   financial	   and	  
educational	   outcomes	   of	   consolidation,	   and	  
conclude	   with	   a	   contemporary	   case	   study	   of	  
district	  reorganization	  in	  Maine.	  	  
	  
Financial	   Outcomes	   of	   Consolidation:	   Many	  
economic	   studies	   have	   shown	   consolidation	  
may	   create	   economies	   of	   scale	   and	   cost	  
savings.22	   However,	   these	   studies	   are	  
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theoretical;	   actual	   analysis	   finds	   consolidation	  
does	   not	   decrease	   expenditures	   for	   the	  
majority	   of	   school	   districts.23	   These	   studies	  
show	   unanticipated	   costs	   associated	   with	  
consolidation	   offset	   potential	   savings,	   and	   in	  
some	   instances	   raise	   educational	   costs.24	  
Leveling	   up	   and	   transition	   costs	   are	  
unanticipated	   expenses,	   which	   lead	   to	   these	  
mixed	   and	   often	   negative	   results.	   Leveling	   up	  
costs	   occur	   when	   pay	   levels	   in	   centralizing	  
districts	   are	   raised	   to	   the	   highest	   negotiated	  
pay	  scale	  within	  a	  contract	  pool.	  For	  example,	  
teacher	   salaries	   may	   be	   renegotiated	   during	  
consolidation,	   bringing	   salaries	   in	   lower-‐wage	  
schools	  up	  to	  the	  highest	  level	  within	  a	  district.	  
Leveling	   up	   is	   a	   common	   source	   of	   increased	  
expenditures	  in	  consolidated	  districts.25	  	  
	   Transition	   costs	   also	   offsets	   potential	  
savings,	   often	   through	   drastic	   and	  
unanticipated	  measures.	  During	  consolidation,	  
transition	   costs	   are	   created	   by	   negotiating	  
contracts,	   restructuring	   facilities,	   paying	   legal	  
fees,	   and	   disseminating	   information.26	  
Transition	   costs	   may	   continue	   for	   years	   after	  
consolidation.27	   Financial	   benefits	   are	   the	  
driving	   argument	   behind	   consolidation,	   yet	  
research	  does	  not	  substantiate	  this	  claim.	  	  
	  	   In	   Vermont,	   initial	   research	   conducted	   on	  
voluntarily	   consolidated	   REDs	   also	   found	  
expected	  savings	  did	  not	  occur.	  The	  studies	  of	  
Mountain	  Towns	  Red	  and	  Bennington	  Rutland	  
SU	   consolidations	   found	   anticipated	   savings	  
were	   offset	   by	   unanticipated	   transition	   and	  
leveling	   up	   costs.28	   The	   outcomes	   were	   so	  
disappointing	   that	   a	   Two	   Rivers	   Supervisory	  
Union	   Transition	   Board	   member	   said,	   “if	   the	  
board	  had	  been	  presented	  with	  more	  accurate	  
numbers	  during	  the	  planning	  phase	  last	  year,	  a	  
different	   decision	   may	   have	   been	   made	   with	  
regard	   to	   the	   merger.”29	   Thus	   both	   national	  

and	   local	  research	  clearly	  shows	  consolidation	  
does	   not	   produce	   financial	   savings	   or	   lower	  
per	  pupil	  costs.	  	  
	  

	  
Educational	  Outcomes	  of	  Consolidation:	  
Research	   on	   the	   impact	   of	   district	  
consolidation	   on	   student	   opportunities	   and	  
outcomes	   has	   been	   mixed.	   Student	  
achievement	   is	   lower	   on	   average	   in	   larger	  
districts,	   and	   research	   shows	   student	   scores	  
decline	  in	  consolidated	  districts.30	  Low-‐income	  
and	  minority	  students	  are	  particularly	  sensitive	  
to	   larger	   districts	   and	   schools,	   which	   can	  
worsen	   achievement	   gaps.31	   In	   a	   large-‐scale	  
literature	   review,	   Howley	   et	   al.32	   found	   that	  
smaller	  schools	  and	  districts	  are	  most	  likely	  to	  
improve	   student	   achievement	   for	   low-‐income	  
and	   minority	   students.	   Benefits	   of	   district	  
consolidation	   include	   greater	   range	   and	  
diversity	   in	   course	   offerings	   and	   increased	  
educational	   innovation.33	  Yet	  these	  transitions	  
have	   unexpected	   costs,	   including	   greater	  
teacher	  dissatisfaction,	  more	  reported	  student	  
discipline	   problems,	   and	   increased	   staff	  
attrition.34	  In	  short,	  the	  potential	  gains	  offered	  
by	   district	   consolidation	   are	   offset	   by	   the	  
negatives.	  
	   To	  conclude,	  over	  a	  century	  of	  research	  
strongly	  suggests	  consolidation	  will	  not	  resolve	  
Vermont’s	  educational	  or	  economic	  
challenges.	  	  
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Research	  on	  consolidation	  often	  strikingly	  contradicts	  claims	  made	  by	  proponents.	  Nonetheless,	  
it	   can	   be	   difficult	   to	   interpret	   how	   the	   research	   applies	   in	   practice	   to	   a	   predominantly	   rural,	  
locally-‐controlled	  state	  like	  Vermont.	  To	  illustrate	  the	  likely	  outcomes	  in	  Vermont,	  we	  provide	  a	  
case	  study	  from	  Maine,	  also	  a	  rural,	  locally-‐controlled	  New	  England	  state.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  In	  1997,	  Maine	  passed	  the	  District	  Reorganization	  Law.	  The	  rationale	  was	  strikingly	  similar	  to	  
that	  of	  H.	  883:	  Maine	  wanted	  to	  improve	  educational	  opportunities	  and	  equity	  while	  minimizing	  
educational	  costs.	  The	  plan	  proposed	  reducing	  290	  school	  districts	  to	  80	  regionalized	  districts.35	  
After	  instituting	  a	  series	  of	  exemptions,	  the	  number	  of	  districts	  decreased	  to	  164	  by	  2012.36	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  University	   of	   Maine	   faculty	   conducted	   a	   large-‐scale,	   multi-‐year	   study	   of	   district	  
organization.37	   The	   authors	   found	   widespread	   community	   resistance	   to	   consolidation,	   which	  
delayed	  implementation	  as	  towns	  struggled	  to	  resolve	  long-‐standing	  disputes	  within	  reorganized	  
districts	   (i.e.	   leveling	   up).	   Education	   costs	   did	   not	   decrease	   in	  many	  districts;	   and	   complicated	  
regional	   budgets	   made	   it	   difficult	   to	   communicate	   any	   cost	   savings.	   Student	   achievement	  
showed	  minimal	  change.	  Finally,	  community	  resistance	  amplified	  as	  projected	  benefits	  failed	  to	  
materialize.38	  Presently,	  over	  42%	  of	  Maine’s	  reorganized	  districts	  are	  in	  the	  process	  of	  reversing	  
consolidation.	  	  
	   Maine’s	   experience	   with	   consolidation	   offers	   an	   important	   illustration	   of	   the	   potential	  
challenges	  of	  mandatory	  redistricting.	  While	  Vermont	  differs	  from	  Maine,	  particularly	  regarding	  
current	   political	   trends,	   the	   contentious	   and	   unproductive	   outcomes	   of	  Maine’s	   consolidation	  
plan	  should	  give	  Vermont	  pause.	  

VERMONT	  EDUCATIONAL	  REFORM:	  	  
A	  Balanced	  Approach	  to	  Equity	  &	  Funding

We	   crafted	   a	   locally	   controlled,	   fiscally	   responsible,	   educationally	   sound	   reform	   plan	   for	  
Vermont.	  The	  proposed	  reform	  has	  two	  components	  that	  reduce	  costs	  while	  strengthening	  local	  
schools	  and	  communities.	  	  
	  
REFORMING	  ACT	  60/68	  FUNDING	  STRUCTURE	  

1. Establish	  parameters	  for	  school	  budget	  items	  funded	  through	  the	  education	  fund.	  	  
2. Lower	  the	  excess	  spending	  threshold,	  while	  also	  implementing	  size-‐based	  exemptions	  to	  

ensure	  equity	  regardless	  of	  school	  size.	   	  
	  
REFORMING	  THE	  SMALL	  SCHOOLS	  GRANTS	  

1. Restructure	   the	   Small	   Schools	   Grant	   to	   a	   competitive	   application	   process	   that	  
incentivizes	  school	  partnerships	  with	  families,	  communities,	  and	  businesses.	  	  

2. Increase	   funding	   for	   the	   restructured	   Small	   Schools	   Grant	   as	   a	   means	   to	   promote	  
economic	  development	  and	  academic	  innovation	  in	  rural	  communities.	  
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REFORM	  ACT	  60/68	  FUNDING	  STRUCTURES	  
One	   of	   Vermont’s	   most	   contentious	   issues	   is	  
rising	  property	  tax	  rates.	  It	   is	  therefore	  critical	  
that	   Act	   60/68	   is	   revised	   to	   reduce	   costs	   for	  
property	   owners	   and	   local	   communities.	   This	  
component	   contains	   2	   elements:	   establishing	  
education	   fund	   parameters	   and	   revising	   the	  
excess	  spending	  threshold	  in	  block	  grants.	  
	  
The	   Education	   Fund:	   Vermont	   collects	   local	  
property	   taxes	   for	   school	   budgets	   in	   the	  
Education	  Fund.	  The	  Fund	  includes	  categorical	  
grants:	   funding	   for	   special	   education,	  
transportation,	   and	   other	   specific	   costs;	   and	  
educational	   spending:	   funding	   for	   everything	  
from	   health	   insurance	   to	   sports	   equipment.39	  
The	   funds	  are	   redistributed	   to	   school	  districts	  
per	  equalized	  pupil	  (PEP).	  Tax	  collection	  for	  the	  
Education	  Fund	  has	  generated	  ongoing	  conflict	  
between	   sending	   and	   receiving	   towns,	  
particularly	   the	   lack	   of	   parameters	   on	   what	  
elements	  of	  school	  budgets	  should	  be	  covered	  
(e.g.,	   athletic	   equipment,	   specialist	   teachers,	  
facility	  improvements).40	  	  
	   We	   propose	   establishing	   school	   budget	  
parameters	   for	   the	   Education	   Fund.	   Using	   a	  
statewide	   task	   force,	   Vermont	   would	  
collectively	  determine	  essential	   school	  budget	  
items.	   Line	   items	   not	   included	   in	   the	   new	  
parameters	   would	   not	   be	   covered	   by	   the	  
Education	   Fund,	   but	   could	   be	   paid	   for	   at	   the	  
local	  level.	  Delineating	  essential	  school	  budget	  
items	   decreases	   statewide	   education	   costs,	  
and	   increases	   transparency	   of	   education	  
funding.	   Furthermore,	   it	   encourages	   greater	  
local	   participation	   in	   school	   budgets,	   as	  
districts	  must	  negotiate	  extra	  expenditures	  not	  
covered	  by	  the	  Fund.	  
	  

The	   Excess	   Spending	   Threshold:	   Some	  
Vermont	   communities	   choose	   to	   spend	  more	  
than	   the	   PEP	   rate.	   This	   is	   called	   “excess	  
spending.”	   To	   ensure	   a	   relatively	   equal	  
distribution	  of	  spending,	   the	  state	   imposes	  an	  
excess	   spending	   threshold	   tax.	   Communities	  
who	  spend	  above	  the	  threshold	  pay	  increased	  
taxes.	   Per	   legislative	   action,	   the	   excess	  
spending	  threshold	  will	  decrease	  from	  125%	  of	  
PEP	  spending	  to	  121%	  by	  2017.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  We	   support	   lowering	   the	   excess	   spending	  
threshold,	  as	  it	  encourages	  fiscal	  conservatism	  
statewide.	  However,	   it	   is	  necessary	   to	   include	  
an	   exemption	   for	   small	   schools.	   Vermont’s	  
small	   schools	   play a critical economic role in 
their communities,	  yet	  they	  are	  undermined	  by	  
diseconomies	   of	   scale	   and	   have	   higher	   per	  
pupil	  costs.41	  Lowering	  the	  threshold	  therefore	  
places	   greater	   burden	   on	   small,	   rural	   towns,	  
perpetuating	  the	  inequities	  that	  Act	  60/68	  was	  
designed	   to	   prevent.	   Therefore	   any	   reduction	  
in	  the	  excess	  spending	  threshold	  must	   include	  
small	   school	   exemptions	   to	   minimize	   size-‐
based	  inequities.	  
	  	   Act	   60/68	   was	   designed	   to	   reduce	   school	  
funding	   inequities	   while	   preserving	   local	  
control.	   Our	   proposal	   sets	   parameters	   on	  
education	   funding	   and	   introduces	   size-‐based	  
exemptions	  for	  the	  excess	  spending	  threshold.	  
These	  two	  reforms	  will	  reduce	  education	  costs,	  
increase	   transparency,	   and	   maintain	   local	  
participation	   in	   school	   budgets	   while	  
stabilizing	  Vermont’s	  community	  schools.	  	  
	  
REFORMING	  THE	  SMALL	  SCHOOLS	  GRANTS	  
The	   Small	   Schools	   Grant	   currently	   provides	  
funding	   for	   all	   small	   schools	   and	   schools	  with	  
significant	   decreases	   in	   student	   populations.	  
The	  Grant	  protects	  small,	  mostly	  rural	  schools	  
from	   funding	   inequities	   that	  would	   otherwise	  
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persist	  under	  Act	  60/68.	  We	  believe	  Vermont’s	  
small,	   rural	   schools	   are	   an	   asset,	   not	   a	  
problem,	  as	  research	  shows	  rural	  schools	  play	  
a	   central	   role	   in	   sustaining	   their	   communities	  
through	   social	   and	   economic	   development.42	  
Rural	  communities	  with	  schools	  are	  more	  likely	  
to	   have	   higher	   housing	   values,	   more	  
professional	   workers,	   higher	   numbers	   of	  
college	   graduates,	   and	   greater	   civic	  
involvement	  than	  those	  without	  schools.43	  We	  
therefore	   propose	   revising	   the	   Small	   Schools	  
Grant	   to	   leverage	   the	   strength	   of	   these	   small	  
schools	   to	   sustain	   and	   promote	   local	  
communities	   through	   population	   growth,	  
economic	  development,	  and	  cultural	  capital.	  	  
	   We	   propose	   restructuring	   the	   Small	  
Schools	  Grant	  in	  three	  phases:	  	  
1.	   Restructure	   the	   Small	   Schools	   Grant	   and	  
increase	  its	  funding.	  	  
2.	   Develop	   a	   competitive	   application	   process	  
that	   promotes	   family,	   community	   and	  
business/technology	  capacity	  building.	  
3.	   Implement	   a	   tiered	   funding	   system	   that	  
leverages	   partnerships	   to	   expand	   economic	  
expansion,	   workforce	   development,	   and	  
academic	  innovation	  in	  local	  communities.	  
	  
Phase	   1:	   Monetary	   funds	   will	   be	   reinvested	  
into	   the	   Small	   Schools	   Grant,	   and	   a	  
restructuring	   working	   group	   will	   be	  
established.	  Capital	  accrued	  from	  restructuring	  
Act	   60/68	  will	   supply	   necessary	   fiscal	   support	  
for	   redesign	   and	   reinvestment.	   A	   fraction	   of	  
these	   monetary	   funds	   will	   be	   utilized	   to	  
establish	   a	   grant-‐restructuring	  working	   group.	  
The	  working	  group	  will	  develop	  the	  application	  
process	  in	  Phase	  2,	  and	  the	  funding	  formula	  in	  
Phase	   3	   of	   this	   plan.	   The	   state	   will	   invest	  
remaining	  funds	  into	  the	  Small	  Schools	  Grants.	  
This	   will	   provide	   additional	   funding	   to	   the	  
previously	   identified	   small	   schools,	  

immediately	   reducing	  per	  pupil	   spending,	  and	  
providing	   tax	   relief	   for	   communities.	   Phase	   1	  
will	   reduce	  size-‐based	   inequities	  embedded	   in	  
the	  current	  system.	  	  
	  
Table	  1:	  Small	  School	  Capacity	  Building	  
Partnerships	   Outcomes	  
School-‐
Family44	  	  

• Retain	  current	  families	  
• Recruit	  new	  families	  
• Strengthen	  educational	  supports	  

for	  students	  
School-‐
Community45	  

• Strengthen	  cultural	  capital	  in	  
school	  and	  community	  

• Increase	  community	  participation	  
in	  school	  

• Increase	  community	  awareness	  of	  
school	  decisions	  and	  funding	  

School-‐
Business	  or	  	  
School-‐
Technology46	  

• Strengthen	  workforce	  
development	  and	  economic	  
capital	  in	  school	  and	  community	  

• Recruit	  new	  businesses	  
• Prepare	  students	  for	  post-‐

secondary	  training	  
	  
Phase	   2:	   Schools	   are	   transitioned	   from	   the	  
current	  Small	   Schools	  Grants	   to	  a	  competitive	  
funding	   system	   that	   incentivizes	   school	  
partnerships.	   The	   overarching	   goal	   is	   to	  
strengthen	   small	   schools’	   ties	   with	   their	  
encompassing	  communities,	  ensuring	  mutually	  
beneficial	   relationships.	   In	   Phase	   2,	   small	  
schools	   must	   demonstrate	   steps	   towards	  
building	   capacity	   through	   tiered	   partnerships	  
in	   order	   to	   receive	   full	   funding	   (see	   Table	   1).	  
Examples	   of	   these	   partnerships	   could	   include	  
local	   residents	   teaching	   lessons	   to	  students	   in	  
their	   area	   of	   expertise,	   students	   completing	  
community-‐service	   based	   lessons	   to	   meet	   a	  
local	   need,	   internships	   with	   local	   businesses,	  
etc.	   These	   capacity-‐building	   partnerships	   are	  
the	   basis	   of	   the	   application	   because	   research	  
shows	   they	   support	   rural	   schools	   and	   their	  
communities	   while	   improving	   educational	  
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outcomes.	   Furthermore,	   financial	   investment	  
in	  the	  schools	  will	  benefit	  the	  local	  community	  
through	   the	   collaborative	   partnerships	   (e.g.,	  
using	  school	  computers,	  students	  help	  develop	  
websites	  for	   local	  non-‐profits	  and	  businesses).	  
Rural	   education	   consultants,	   provided	   by	   the	  
state,	   will	   work	   with	   schools	   to	   identify	   and	  
develop	  capacity	  building,	  and	  will	  support	  the	  
grant	   application	   process.	   Small	   schools	   that	  
choose	   not	   to	   participate	   will	   not	   be	   eligible	  
for	   funding.	   Initial	   funding	   will	   be	   equal,	   not	  
tiered,	   as	   schools	   establish	   capacity-‐building	  
partnerships.	   This	   process	   will	   support	   small	  
schools	   reform	   and	   innovation,	   enhance 
taxpayer support, and improve the education 
of Vermont's students.  
	  
Phase	   3:	   The	   Small	   Schools	   Grant	   will	  
transition	  to	  a	  tiered	  funding	  system	  based	  on	  

the	   development	   of	   schools’	   partnerships.	  
Schools	   that	   demonstrate	   highly-‐developed	  
partnerships	  will	  be	  awarded	  more	  funds	  than	  
those	   that	  do	  not.	   Funding	   is	   renewable	  each	  
year;	   in	   order	   to	   qualify	   for	   specific	   tiers	   of	  
funding,	   schools	   must	   demonstrate	   evidence	  
of	   community-‐focused	   practices.	   This	  
mechanism	   keeps	   total	   funding	   of	   the	   Grant	  
relatively	  stable.	  Even	  if	  schools	  do	  not	  receive	  
maximum	   funding,	   the	   school-‐community	   ties	  
developed	   through	   the	   process	   will	   both	  
strengthen	   student	   outcomes	   and	   support	  
local	   community	   sustainability.47	   As	   taxes	   are	  
reduced	   and	   education	   quality	   improves,	  
families	   in	   and	   outside	   of	   the	   state	   may	   be	  
enticed	   to	   move	   to	   these	   communities,	  
curbing	   declining	   enrollment	   and	   potential	  
diseconomies	  of	  scale.48	  	  

	  
CONCLUSION	  
Vermont	   faces	   a	   critical	   juncture	   in	   educational	   reform.	   Educational	   costs	   are	   rising	   while	  
populations	   are	   decreasing,	   and	   Vermont’s	   schools,	   among	   the	   best	   in	   the	   nation,	   have	  
persistent	   achievement	   gaps.49	   A	   century	   of	   research	   strongly	   suggests	   neither	   district	  
consolidation	   nor	   the	   elimination	   of	   the	   Small	   Schools	   Grant	  will	   produce	   needed	   reforms.	   In	  
sum,	   a	   balanced	   and	   capacity-‐building	   strategy,	   rather	   than	   consolidation,	   offers	   the	   greatest	  
potential	   to	   accomplish	   necessary	   economic	   and	   educational	   reforms.	   Our	   plan	   honors	   local	  
control,	  fiscal	  responsibility,	  and	  effective	  educational	  improvement.	  Now	  is	  the	  time	  to	  invest	  in	  
the	  futuristic	  needs	  of	  students	  and	  rural	  communities.	  Our	  plan	  proposes	  a	  path	  forward,	  where	  
public	  education	  makes	  living	  and	  working	  in	  rural	  communities	  a	  sustainable	  choice	  in	  Vermont.	  
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A recent policy brief1 suggests that research on consolidation does not support the 

current conversation Vermont is trying to have about how to provide high-quality 

opportunities for our children at an affordable price, in a way that reflects the values 

and priorities of our communities.  

 

We feel compelled to respond, because with respect to school and district size, this 

report seriously misrepresents much of the peer-reviewed research on which it claims 

to be based. It also relies on a narrow understanding of what governance involves, 

appears unacquainted with existing data on Vermont, and fails to acknowledge the 

diversity of circumstances small towns in our state experience. Because it 

overgeneralizes and oversimplifies, we are concerned this report does a disservice to 

the powerful conversations some of our school boards and communities are having 

about how they can ensure stability for their schools and children—both the ones they 

serve today and the ones they are likely to serve in the future.  

 

The central elements in the report that we will address separately are: 

• The brief claims that research on consolidation does not support consolidation. 

• The brief is not consistent in its reading or its use of the definition of “small” 

schools and districts. 

• The brief assumes that all small towns are similar. 

• The brief claims that schools in rural states must play a dual role: education and 

community development. 

 

                                                 
1 Vermont Educational Reform: A Balanced Approach to Equity and Funding (1/15) 
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Consolidation 

 

First, we need to clarify how the term “consolidation” is being used currently in 

Vermont. “Consolidation” sometimes involves merging schools, but it often refers to 

merging governance without merging schools. The recent Chittenden East Supervisory 

Union (CESU) merger is a good example. Voters in this region decided by a large 

margin to consolidate governance; however, their plan does not include closing or 

consolidating schools.  

 

This is an important distinction. Prior to the vote, representatives of several towns in 

CESU had told us that if the merger was not approved, they expected to have to close 

their local schools. By merging governance, however, they collectively expect to keep 

open more buildings than they could afford individually as towns. Similarly, the 

Mountain Towns RED was intended to preserve depth and quality of options at the 

secondary level without closing elementary buildings.  

 

We believe that in the future, given both our projected continued declines in 

enrollment and very real fiscal constraints, we are more likely to see small schools in 

large districts, than we are to see small schools in small districts.  

 

The new partnership in CESU has created opportunities in several ways, including: 

• small units are insulated from some of the shocks associated with changes in 

enrollment; 

• reporting and accountability for federal and state purposes is streamlined, 

substantially reducing demands on staff; 

• PK-12 programs gain continuity as well as a greater capacity to develop 

specialized expertise and solutions for kids with high-intensity, low frequency 

disabilities; 

• towns can pursue regional solutions together, rather than competing for students 

at the town level; and  

• some specialization and public school choice becomes possible across schools in 

the now larger district. 

 

The research cited by the brief actually suggests, in fact, that this kind of 

consolidation of small districts is likely to free substantial resources, which could 

either be returned to taxpayers or, as districts usually choose, used to improve 

educational opportunities for children. We examined the district sizes discussed in 

every article cited by this brief, as well as several more, and this body of research 

clearly suggests that there are substantial inefficiencies and costs with operating 

districts as small as many of the districts we have in Vermont.  
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In fact, the author of one of the articles, when speaking to a staff member at the Agency, 

noted that it would be hard to find a district in Vermont that would not find financial 

benefits in a larger partnership. See the Appendix for detailed clarification on district 

sizes in several of the articles cited in the brief. 

 

Small Schools and Districts 

 

One thing that must be made abundantly clear for any meaningful discussion of the 

context of Vermont’s education system, student performance, and spending patterns is 

that the overwhelming majority of national and international research discusses 

schools and districts much larger than ours. When stakeholders cite national research 

on “small schools,” the small in the research typically refers to an elementary school of 

300 or fewer students, or at the high school level, 300-600. Being clear about the 

parameters within which we study this is of paramount importance for us to come to 

any useful conclusions about our experience as a state. Careful, methodologically 

rigorous attention to how variables are measured helps us have these conversations. 

Sweeping generalizations and broad statements do not.  

 

The overwhelming majority of our high schools in Vermont already fall into what is 

broadly understood as the “small” (301-600) or “smallest” categories (<300), while some 

are within the lower “medium” range (601-900 students). We currently have about five 

high schools in the state that break the 1,000-pupil mark, putting these schools in the 

“upper medium” range (901-1,200). By national standards, none of our high schools are 

“large.” While there is some variation on these category sizes across the body of 

research, most studies agree that any high school with an enrollment below 500 

students can be understood as a “small” high school. Again, most of our high schools 

fall into this range. We even have high schools with about 50 students in attendance—

micro high schools.  

 

Other national literature cited by the brief, including the work of Ready and Lee (2006), 

suggests that the overwhelming majority of our elementary schools fall within the 

“small” (<275) and sometimes “medium” (276-400) school categories. While there is 

some variation in this literature on the cut-off point for “small,” most research agrees 

that if an elementary school has an enrollment below 300 students, it is a “small” 

elementary school. Most of our elementary schools fall into this range.  
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 Vermont 2013-2014  Size Count Total Percentage 
High Schools 

300 or fewer students 11 45 24.4% 
7-12 & 9-12 

Elementary Schools 200 or fewer students 92 152 60.5% 

1-3, 3-5, 3-6, 4-5, pK-2, 
100 or fewer students 52 152 34.2% 

pK-3, pK-4, pK-5, & pK-6 

 

 

As such, we as a state don’t have the student population to discuss our schools as 

“small” or “large” but rather, in the majority “small” and sometimes “medium” 

compared with national and international research. This extends to our class sizes even 

more so, with nearly all of ours falling into the “small” range (i.e. below 15-17) for 

elementary schools, and some (mostly at the high school level) being in the “medium” 

category (17-25). On the whole, most are small (below 17) on average across the state.  

 

Similarly, districts in Vermont are also small, on average, compared to districts 

discussed in the national research.  Of the articles cited by the report, we were unable 

to find one that defines “small” the same way we do in Vermont.  

 

The smallest districts discussed in the literature were districts of 275 students or less. 

We have districts in Vermont of 15 students that need to meet all the same federal and 

state obligations as our largest districts. Almost 70% of our school districts have an 

average daily membership of 300 or less. Nearly half our districts have a membership of 

100 or fewer pupils.   
 

 

See table on following page for a breakdown of Vermont school district size: 
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> <= Count Running 
Total 

Percent 
of Total 

0 50 37 37 13.9% 

50 100 44 81 30.3% 

100 150 45 126 47.2% 

150 200 24 150 56.2% 

200 250 15 165 61.8% 

250 300 19 184 68.9% 

300 350 15 199 74.5% 

350 400 9 208 77.9% 

400 450 9 217 81.3% 

450 500 2 219 82.0% 

500 550 5 224 83.9% 

550 600 1 225 84.3% 

600 650 3 228 85.4% 

650 700 6 234 87.6% 

700 750 6 240 89.9% 

750 800 7 247 92.5% 

800 850 2 249 93.3% 

850 900 1 250 93.6% 

900 950 1 251 94.0% 

950 1000 3 254 95.1% 

1000 1050 1 255 95.5% 

1050 1100 1 256 95.9% 

1100 1150 0 256 95.9% 

1150 1200 2 258 96.6% 

1200 1250 1 259 97.0% 

1250 1300 0 259 97.0% 

1300 1350 0 259 97.0% 

1350 1400 0 259 97.0% 

1400 1450 1 260 97.4% 

1450 1500 0 260 97.4% 

1500 1550 0 260 97.4% 

1550 1600 2 262 98.1% 

1600 1650 1 263 98.5% 

1950 2000 1 264 98.9% 

2050 2100 1 265 99.3% 

2200 2250 1 266 99.6% 

3600 3650 1 267 100.0% 

Total 267 
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The peer-reviewed articles on district consolidation (as opposed to school 

consolidation) clearly suggest that the relationship between district size, cost, and 

student performance is curvilinear, with optimal efficiencies and performance found at 

different places depending on local circumstances, but generally 1,500 students or more. 

This means that there are substantial efficiencies and economies of scale to be found by 

consolidating districts up to 1,500 students, with continued benefits above that mark, 

but at a declining rate. (See Duncombe and Yinger, for example, cited in the brief.) 

 

Transportation is an issue in some states, but in some regions of Vermont, we note that 

consolidation of governance and perhaps consolidation of high schools might actually 

reduce travel times and preserve more high school options in the long run. We are 

moving towards regional monopolies at the high school level in Vermont, and not all 

the programs likely to be standing are located close to the communities they serve.  

 

The challenge in Vermont is that, given our finite resources, declining student base, and 

declining number of taxpayers, we are left with the question of how we can support all 

those ends in a way we can actually afford. This cannot happen unless Vermonters in 

rural communities think intentionally about regional strategies for our future and make 

their decisions based on solid evidence (which the brief in question is not).  

 

Understanding our conditions vis-à-vis the wider research is important because it 

establishes two things for us: 

1. We are dealing with a very small environment that isn’t adequately covered in 

most of the national research when it talks about the negative impact of 

“large” classrooms, schools, and districts. 

2. There isn’t really any research that specifically examines Vermont’s unique 

“small” conditions.  

  

This clears our path to start to have some meaningful discussion about our conditions, 

what we can know about them, and how we should think critically about what the 

research can tell us to help inform these conversations.  

 

Not All Small Schools are the Same 

 

A major challenge for our state is figuring out how to support our schools. Because of 

its longstanding commitment to equity and to the rural nature of our state, we have 

long supported our small schools, and particularly those in less affluent communities.  

 

In any discussion of these matters, it is essential to remember that not all small rural 

towns are the same. For example, the town of Cabot, cited in the report, has about 179 
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students as of last year. It operates its own high school, and has about 60 students in 

grades 9-12. Because its number of students has been declining, our funding formula 

treats it as if it had about 15 more students than it actually has. Without those “phantom 

students,” its tax rate would be about $.13 higher than the $1.57 rate it had in FY14. 

Education spending in Cabot is up about 15% over the past five years, while its tax rate 

is up 20%. In FY15, Cabot raised just under $2 million a year from its Education 

Property taxes, but will spend just over $3 million a year on its schools, not including 

the approximately $93,000 the state pays to Career and Tech Centers on behalf of Cabot 

students. The difference is paid by towns across the state with bigger business bases, 

including the more affluent town of Dover (also mentioned in the report).  

 

In contrast, in Dover, which has a growing population, the FY14 tax rate was just under 

$1.50. The approximately 49 Dover high school students choose which high school to 

attend, and increasingly, they choose Burr and Burton Academy, an independent school 

almost an hour away—and certainly much farther than some of the smaller high 

schools nearby. Overall, equalized per pupil spending in Dover is only up about 9.8% 

over the past 5 years, and tax rates are up 15%. Dover is fortunate to have a ski 

mountain in town, and it generates about $13 million in education property taxes, yet 

spends about $2.4 million on educating its children. The difference goes to support 

education in other towns across the state.  

 

Neither of these towns is like Concord, in the Northeast Kingdom. Not counting money 

paid directly to career and technical centers for students, Concord spends about $3.2 

million a year on education, only $1.6 million of which is raised off its local tax base. Of 

Concord’s 200 students, only about 56 were in grades 9-12 last year. A few years ago, in 

response to parental pressure, the Concord School Board agreed to tuition interested 

children to St. Johnsbury Academy, located a few miles away. As a result, Concord now 

both operates a high school and tuitions secondary students to a nearby independent 

school, and the price of this decision is increasingly reflected in its tax rates.  

 

All three of these towns are very different, despite all being small and rural. These 

towns have different circumstances and different prospects. What works in one is not 

likely to work in the others. Two of the towns are quite heavily subsidized by the 

property base of other towns, while the property base of the remaining one supports 

towns across the state. There is no one size fits all in Vermont, beyond concern in these 

small towns that their tax rates are too high and growing.  

 

Moreover, we note that a strategy that competitively awards small schools grants to 

those communities that can demonstrate strong school-business partnerships, as 

described in the report, is a strategy that rewards more affluent towns and towns with 
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more human resources at the expense of the less affluent and more isolated rural towns 

that need support the most. 

 

Community Development Purpose of Schools 

 

Of all the claims made in the brief, this is the one that is actually supported by some of 

the research the authors cited.  

 

Essentially, the authors claim that in rural areas, schools serve community development 

purposes that go far beyond education. Particularly in communities that have lost their 

economic base, schools are often the largest employer in town. Indeed, they may be the 

only shared institutions left that bring folks from different generations and different 

walks of life to share in social, cultural, and civic activities together.  

 

Increasingly, solutions in education are regional by default, with enormous regions of 

the state served and supported by very few schools at the high school level. Most of our 

small schools provide school choice to students at the secondary level, and as a result, 

most of them are already sending secondary students long distances, by choice, to a 

handful of schools that while large in the Vermont context (500 to 900 students), are still 

small to medium in the context of national research on school size.  

 

One byproduct of choice at the secondary level is that primarily in the small towns in 

the northeast and southwest of our state, our secondary students are increasingly 

choosing schools of 500 or more pupils as their high schools. They choose to bypass 

closer but smaller high schools, which leaves those small high schools struggling to 

support their operations. When tuitions rise at receiving high schools, towns that tuition 

their students out have no place to cut spending but at their elementary level. In turn, 

this raises costs and leads to program cuts at the elementary level, which makes the 

elementary school less attractive to new families.  

 

Historically, our rural towns have tended to rely on choice, and choice is progressively 

reshaping our school market into one dominated by a few larger institutions that have 

the scale to provide robust programs. Like it or not, given our current way of delivering 

education as a state, rural high schools that do not respond to this trend or find a niche 

within this market that is attractive and affordable will simply not be around in the 

future, because of the changes in our student enrollment and our declining tax base.  

 

Vermonters can choose to recognize these patterns, and shape and direct these trends 

positively for the benefit of our children and our communities, or let them happen and 

react to the outcomes they bring. However, despite what we say about our small towns 
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and sense of place, what we see in Vermont is that for high school students, 

“community” is where they go to high school, and given choice, students tend to 

pursue larger schools that offer greater opportunities for choice and specialization as 

well as a larger social community.  

 

In contrast to the choices of many Vermont towns, the brief tasks schools with 

supporting and driving community and economic development, improving the tax 

base, and bringing new business investment to town. We feel this is too much to ask of 

some buildings and towns with only 15 to 40 elementary students actually educated.  

 

We ask that we not put the responsibility of saving our rural towns purely on the 

shoulders of our schools and students. What the authors are calling for is not just an 

educational solution, but a strategy for rural economic development that makes it 

possible for families to live and thrive in small rural towns, and that will bring new 

families to our small rural towns.  

 

We argue that schools are not enough. Families need jobs, and the most effective way to 

support community development may be targeted economic investment that supports 

business development in our rural regions. We question, however, whether this is an 

activity best managed out of the Education Fund, and if economic development is 

possible at the level of a very small town, or better pursued at a regional level.  

 

Moving Forward 

 

We submit that a key challenge in Vermont has been an unwillingness to consider 

change, which has prevented us from finding sound solutions to the hurdles we face as 

a state and as communities. What our current demographic trends suggest is that we 

are looking at a future with both fewer children and fewer taxpayers statewide. If we 

do nothing, we will lose many of our schools, particularly in our less affluent 

communities, after paying a high price and in some cases, not educating our children 

as well as we could.  

 

Our communities are deeply engaged in conversations about how to best provide for 

their students—the ones they serve today and the ones they are likely to serve in the 

future. Over the last year, we have worked hard to support this conversation and to 

encourage our local partners to think broadly about how to achieve their goals locally, 

given the specifics of their situation, and on the basis of solid, rigorous empirical 

analysis. This brief does not contribute to these discussions in an accurate or 

empirically sound way.    

 



    

Response to Policy Brief from Penn State (1/21/15) Page 10 of 25  

As we have worked with communities around the state, we have stressed that this is a 

conversation not just about education, but also about community development and 

community identity in the Vermont of the future. Without this hard discussion, we will 

not be able to target our resources where they matter the most for our children, and 

separately, where they make the greatest difference in revitalizing the economics of our 

rural communities.  

 

 

 

 

See the following pages for examples of how the cited sources define size, as well as the 

sample quotes. 

 

(District and School sizes, as defined in the articles used to support the Penn State brief) 

 

  
 



  

Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

Andrews, M. Duncombe, W. & 

Yinger, J. (2002). Revisiting economies 

of size in American education: Are we 

any closer to a consensus? Economics 

of Education Review, 3(21), 245-262 

   “Sizeable potential cost savings may exist 

by moving from a very small district . . . 

to a district with 2,000–4,000 pupils, both 

in instructional and administrative costs.” 

(Andrews, Duncombe, and Yinger 2002, 

p. 255)" 

Duncombe, W., & Yinger, J. (2005). 

How much more does a disadvantaged 

student cost? Economics of Education 

Review, 24(5), 513-532 

   Raises questions about whether the 

weights we assign in our funding formula 

for disadvantaged students are in fact far 

too low.  

Duncombe, W., & Yinger, J. (2007). 

Does school district consolidation cut 

costs? Education, 2(4), 341-375. 

Median high school 

enrollment in both 

consolidating (541) and 

non-consolidating 

districts (512), and 

median elementary 

school enrollment in 

both consolidating 

(431.7) and non-

consolidating districts 

(457.9) 

Smallest of the 

"small" districts had 

250 students. The 

largest of the "small" 

districts had 690 

students. 

Smallest districts 

analyzed had 

between 300 and 600 

students.  

"We find economies of size in operating 

spending: all else equal, doubling 

enrollment cuts operating costs per pupil 

by 61.7 percent for a 300-pupil district and 

by 49.6 percent for a 1,500-pupil district. 

Consolidation also involves large 

adjustment costs, however. These 

adjustment costs, which are particularly 

large for capital spending, lower net cost 

savings to 31.5 percent and 14.4 percent 

for a 300-pupil and a 1,500-pupil district, 

respectively." 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

Chingos, Mathew. (2012) Class size 

and student outcomes: Research and 

policy implications. Journal of Policy 

analysis and Management. Vol. 32, 

No. 2, 411-438. 

   Research Review. "The significant costs of 

reducing class size, coupled with these 

modest benefit (modest positive effects on 

learning) implies that many school 

systems in the United States have 

overinvested in class-size reduction and 

that increasing class size in some 

situations may represent a budget-cutting 

strategy that minimizes harm to 

students.” p. 412 

Howey, C. and Bickel, R. 2000. When 

It Comes to Schooling. Small Works: 

School Size, Poverty, and Student 

Achievement. Rural School and 

Community Trust, Randolph, VT.  

Elementary Schools of 

350 or less  

 

High schools of 900 or 

less 

  Excluded Montana, the state most similar 

to Vermont, from the “excellence” 

evaluation because the "excellence" effect 

was not statistically significant in most 

tested grades. 

 

Howley, C., Johnson, J., & Petrie, J. 

(2011). Consolidation of schools and 

districts: What the research says and 

what it means. Colorado: National 

Education Policy Center. 

Cites Coulson, A. (2007). 

School district 

consolidation, size, and 

spending: An evaluation. 

Midland, MI: Mackinac 

Center for Public Policy., 

who "found that the 

most efficient school 

district size in Michigan 

is 2,911 students. Using 

Does not present 

numbers, but cites a 

number of studies 

that do to support 

claims. For example, 

cites Doncombe et al 

(above) to claim 

"(Duncombe and 

colleagues—cited 

later) tends to show 

One interesting 

point: this article 

cites Brasington, D. 

(2003). Size and school 

district consolidation: 

Do opposites attract? 

Economica, 70, 673-

690 and points out 

that Brasington 

"argues that school 

Unable to check all sources, because 

references not available due to broken 

links. e.g. Rural School and Community 

Trust. (2006, March). 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

the coefficient of 96.2 for 

the checkmark term (see 

Graphic 3, Model 4), the 

author calculated that a 

district of 1,500 students 

is likely to spend about 

$40 less per pupil each 

year than a district of 

2,911 students, all other 

things being equal. 

Similarly, the spending 

difference between a 

district of 500 students 

and one of 2,911 

students is about $300 

per pupil." When 

Coulson advocates for 

"deconsolidation", he is 

limiting this 

recommendation to 

districts with more than 

2,900 students.  

that many districts 

are far too large to 

be fiscally efficient. 

The consolidation 

agenda has likely 

over-reached its 

aims, in this view." 

However, 

Duncombe clearly 

states that very 

small districts could 

free substantial 

resources for other 

purposes through 

consolidation. Other 

cited sources in the 

article also all refer 

back to the work of 

Duncombe and his 

various partners, 

including the articles 

by: Coulson, A. 

(2007). School district 

consolidation, size, 

and spending: An 

evaluation. Midland, 

MI: Mackinac Center 

for Public Policy and 

Spradlin, T., Carson, 

F., Hess, S., & 

consolidation tends 

to reduce school 

quality by reducing 

competition among 

schools." In other 

words, the rationale 

for maintaining 

small schools is to 

increase choice and 

competition. 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

Plucker, J. (2010). 

Revisiting school 

district consolidation 

issues (Education 

Policy Brief). 

Bloomington, IN: 

Center for 

Evaluation and 

Education Policy, 

Indiana University 

also cites 

Duncombe's work. 

Spradlin not only 

cites Duncombe, but 

also Coulson, who 

found the optimally 

efficient district size 

in Michigan was 

about 2,900.  

Cox, B., & Cox, B. (2010). A decade of 

results: A case for school district 

consolidation? Education, 13 (1), 83-

92. 

  Not inclined to use 

this source to make 

any inferences due to 

the fact that they did 

not conduct 

statistical analysis 

and yet make claims 

about relationships 

which cannot be 

supported without 

statistical analysis. 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

Additionally, this 

research was based 

on an urban setting, 

with much larger 

units than in 

Vermont. 

Rogers, J. D., Glesner, T. J., & 

Meyers, H. W. (2014). Early 

experiences implementing voluntary 

school district mergers in Vermont. 

Journal of Research in Rural 

Education, 29(7). 

  "…value proposition 

(of mergers) is more 

attractive in states 

with small districts 

such as Vermont, 

where only 7 of 277 

districts exceed 1,500 

pupils (Vermont 

State Board of 

Education, 2012). 

Vermont (66%) is more similar to 

Wyoming (70%) and Idaho (65%), than it 

is to Maine (41%),  

Tholkes, R. J., & Sederberg, C. H. 

(1990). Economies of scale and rural 

schools. Research in Rural Education, 

7(1), 9-15. 

Key point is that there is 

a curvilinear 

relationship between 

school size, performance 

and efficiency. Very 

small and very large 

schools seem to have 

higher costs and lower 

effectiveness. Cites 

Cohn (1968) who found 

that larger schools spent 

less per pupil for the 

same quality of 

Cites Banks and 

Monks (1985) which 

defines "small 

districts" as districts 

with fewer than 

2,500 students, and 

large districts as 

districts with greater 

than 2,500 students. 

Cites Sabulao and 

Hickrod (197) used 

curvilinear least-

squares regression 

 "The challenge of implementing 

voluntary mergers in Vermont may be 

rooted in a conflict of values. Perhaps 

more so than in any other state, local 

control is a defining value for Vermonters 

(Innes, 1992; Council on the Future of 

Vermont, 2009). There is no county-level 

government, and the state’s Agency of 

Education has little authority over 

educational governance or quality 

standards. Especially in smaller rural 

communities, schools are often regarded 

as the focal point of community identity 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

education, with an 

optimal school size for 

his sample of 1,500 

pupils.  

analysis and 

differential calculus 

to arrive at an 

optimally-efficient 

school district size 

for Illinois. The 

authors considered 

elementary, 

secondary, and K-12 

districts separately. 

They found 1) an 

optimal K-12 district 

size of 8,000 pupils 

in average daily 

attendance and 2) 

that K-12 districts 

were more 

economical for 

district sizes of 1,500 

or more pupils. Cites 

White and Tweeten 

(1973) study in rural 

Oklahoma, where 

transportation 

distances are large, 

which used 11th 

grade composite 

achievement test 

scores for quality 

control. "Results 

(Howley et al., 2012; Ward & Rink, 1992). 

Yet concerns have persisted over the 

equity of educational opportunities 

available to students in such a diverse 

system. There is little consistency in 

academic standards across the state, and 

consequently performance on 

achievement tests is highly variable 

(Meyers & Rogers, 2013). Faced with an 

apparent choice between community 

identity, fiscal responsibility, and the 

need to provide a 21st- century education 

for their children, it is not surprising that 

Vermonters find difficulty reaching 

consensus." 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

showed an optimal 

district size of 800 

students with 

transportation costs 

excluded and 675 

students with 

transportation 

included, a 15-

percent difference." 

The lesson: Analyze 

impact on 

transportation costs 

carefully on a case-

by-case basis. Cites 

Bank. 

Monk, D. H., & Haller, E. J. (1993). 

Predictors of high school academic 

course offerings: The role of school size. 

American Educational Research 

Journal, 30(1). 

   The results indicate a clear positive 

relationship between the size of a high 

school's graduating class and the number 

of different course credits. “If the impact 

of school size were strongly and equally 

related to educational opportunities in all 

areas of the curriculum, it would be clear 

that students in small schools receive 

fewer educational opportunities than 

those in larger schools. If, in its pursuit of 

equity, a state felt responsible for 

providing a common minimum level of 

opportunity in all areas of the curriculum, 

a compelling case could be made for 

encouraging high schools to operate at 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

sizes that translate into this minimum 

level of equal educational opportunity." 

p.19 

Cotton, K. (1996).Affective and social 

benefits of small-scale schooling. ERIC 

Digest.. 

“While there is no 

universal agreement 

about the numerical 

limits of small and large 

schools, "on average, the 

research indicates that 

an effective size for an 

elementary 

school is in the range of 

300-400 students and 

that 400-800 students is 

appropriate for 

a secondary school" 

(Williams 1990, pp. 7-8). 

These figures should be 

regarded as 

pushing the upper 

limits, since many 

investigators conclude 

that no school should 

have more than 400 or 

500 students” (p. 2). 

 The statement: 

“These figures 

should be regarded 

as pushing the upper 

limits, since many 

investigators 

conclude that no 

school should have 

more than 400 or 500 

students” is 

problematic because 

these statements are 

broadly understood 

as no longer being 

the case given more 

recent, robust 

empirical research in 

the field. As such, 

the findings in this 

research should be 

treated with a critical 

eye.  

 

Sell, R. S., & Leistritz, F. L. (1997). 

Socioeconomic impacts of school 

consolidation on host and vacated 

communities. Community 

  “…the 95th percentile 

confidence interval 

identified the 

optimal enrollment 

This article used “mail survey of patrons 

who paid property taxes to eight 

different North Dakota school districts 

that had undergone school district 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

Development, 28(2), 186-205. range to be 1,000 to 

3,000 students. 

Beyond this range in 

either direction, 

diseconomies of 

scale with regard to 

both cost and 

student performance 

Emerge. (Zimmer, 

2007)” (p. 3) 

consolidation and/or school closure 

during the last five years” and compared 

their results on “Community 

involvement, retail services, and quality 

of life for host and vacated communities” 

(p. 186). Thus, this study focuses on the 

role of schools in community 

development and in shaping 

socioeconomic conditions.  

Spradlin, T. E., Carson, F. R., Hess, S. 

E., & Plucker, J. A. (2010). Revisiting 

school district consolidation issues. 

Education Policy Brief, 8(3), 1-20. 

   Provides a broad discussion of conditions 

in several states. Analysis of the effects of 

consolidation at several size levels is 

included, all of which are larger than in 

the Vermont context.  

Fairman, J., & Donis-Keller, C. 

(2012). School District Reorganization 

in Maine: Lessons Learned for Policy 

and Process. Maine Policy Review, 

21(2), 24-40. 

Study had 2 high 

schools with fewer than 

1,500 students, and 13 

high schools with more 

than 1,500 students.  

 Found that districts 

that covered more 

than 550 square 

miles and low 

density had more 

trouble reorganizing. 

(distance is an issue). 

Districts sought 

partners they 

perceived as similar. 

Maine is different in 

that some of the 

challenges that 

complicated mergers 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

are addressed in 

Vermont through the 

funding formula (e.g. 

CLA). Districts also 

had to negotiate 

around issues of 

choice: "Some 

districts sought K-8 

district partners that 

could increase their 

public high school 

enrollment, whereas 

some K-8 districts 

sought to maintain 

their option to send 

students to different 

high schools in their 

area." 

Cotton, K. (1996). Affective and 

social benefits of small-scale 

schooling. ERIC Digest; Howley & 

Bickel, 2000. 

Quoted several sources 

to define small: "on 

average, the research 

indicates that an 

effective size for an 

elementary school is in 

the range of 300-400 

students and that 400-

800 students is 

appropriate for a 

secondary school" 

(Williams 1990, pp. 7-8). 

 The statement: 

“These figures 

should be regarded 

as 

pushing the upper 

limits, since many 

investigators 

conclude that no 

school should have 

more than 400 or 500 

students” is 

problematic because 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
district" 

Additions Comments 

These figures should be 

regarded as pushing the 

upper limits, since many 

investigators conclude 

that no school should 

have more than 400 or 

500 students.” 

these statements are 

broadly understood 

as no longer being 

the case given more 

recent, robust 

empirical research in 

the field.  As such, 

the findings in this 

research should be 

treated with a critical 

eye.     

Howley, C., & Howley, A. (2010). 

Poverty and school achievement in rural 

communities: A social-class 

interpretation. In Schafft, KA, & 

Jackson, AY (Eds.).  

Rural education for the twenty-first 

century: Identity, place, and community 

in a globalizing world, University 

Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 34-50. 

  Very large districts 

are greater than 

15,000. 

Cites Duncombe. 

Purcell, D., & Shackelford, R. (2005). 

An evaluation of the impact of rural 

school consolidation: What challenges 

may a new round of rural school 

consolidations have on the safety, 

educational performance and social 

environment of rural communities? 

National Rural Education 

Quote: "Researchers also 

found that by 

supporting the existence 

of small schools, those 

with fewer than 350 

students in elementary 

classes, that the 

following important 

Rural: 600 or less Up to two hours one 

way.  

Quote: "The larger 

reconsolidated 

school districts may 

become a 

significantly greater 

danger by offering a 

Not a peer reviewed or published piece. 

Focus on closing of schools, not 

consolidation of districts. 
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Definition 
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Additions Comments 

Association. strengths of small 

schools were 

identified..." 

target-rich 

environment to 

terrorists and hold 

the potential to 

increase mass 

casualties. We have 

an example of this 

potential in the 

Russian School 

Hostage Crisis that 

claimed over 350 

lives and more than 

700 people wounded 

(CNN World News, 

September 5, 2004)." 

Schafft, K.A. (2015). Rural education 

as rural development: Understanding 

the rural school-community well-being 

linkage in a 21st century policy context. 

Peabody Journal of Education 

    

Corbett, M. (2007). Learning to leave: 

The irony of schooling in a coastal 

community. Halifax: Fernwood; 

Lyson, 2002 

   This text discusses the class-based 

narrative of leave-taking that occurs in 

Canadian coastal fishing communities 

which contributes to out-migration 

among talented rural youth.  

Schafft, K. A. & Jackson, A.Y. (Eds.). 

(2010). Rural education for the twenty-

first century: Identity, place and 

community in a globalizing world. 

   Edited volume discussing many case 

studies internationally about particular 

rural contexts from largely qualitative 

perspectives with some quantitative 
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Article Cited in Brief 
Definition 

of "small school" 

Definition 
of "small 
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Additions Comments 

University Park, PA: Penn State 

Press. 

contextual analysis. Includes chapters on 

education’s role in rural community 

development and stability, rural identity 

construction, race, local dialects, and 

class.  

http://www.psupress.org/books/titles/978-

0-271-03682-3.html  

Schanzenbach, Diane W. 2014. Does 

Class Size Matter? National 

Education Policy Center. Boulder: 

Great Lakes Center for Education 

Research & Practice.  

  Policy Brief, 

literature review.  

"The weight of the evidence suggests that 

class-size impacts might be more of less 

linear across the range of class sizes 

observed in the literature -- that is, from 

roughly 15 to 40 students per class. It 

would be inappropriate to extrapolate 

outside of this range (as is done in the 

Gladwell book)." (p. 6) 

Lyson, Thomas. (2002). What does a 

school mean to a community? Journal of 

Research in Rural Education. 

Vol.17,No. 3, 131-137. 

 

  About small 

communities and the 

roles of schools in 

serving community 

goals. Of 

communities with 

fewer than 500 

people, only half 

have schools. Schools 

are vital to rural 

communities for 

reasons beyond 

schools.  

 

Khatter 70% of rural schools    
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have 400 or fewer kids 

in them.  

Henke et all, 1996 In rural and small town 

areas the average was 

400 students (Henke et 

al., 1996). 

  "School size...has been positively found to 

correlate positively with offerings (e.g. 

Monk and Haller, 1993). Prior studies 

have detected a positive relationship 

between size and offering, but few have 

revealed the strikingly low rates of (AP) 

offering among the very small schools.” 

p.348 

(Lee, Bryk, & Smith, 1993). “Schools should be 

neither too large to 

inhibit a strong sense of 

community nor too 

small to offer a full 

curriculum and 

adequate instructional 

facilities" (Lee, Bryk, & 

Smith, 1993). 

   

 Rural schools frequently 

serve a smaller student 

population that is 

spread out over a larger 

area, making the fixed 

cost of maintaining a 

school building and 

operation high when 

expressed in per-pupil 

expenditures (Sherman, 

  Rural governments face lower revenues 

than do city governments, due to a 

smaller tax base and lower property 

values. This leads to tight budgets that 

often translate into limited curricular and 

program offerings, lower teacher salaries, 

and a lack of sufficient technology 

resources, leading many to argue that 

rural students have more limited 

opportunities. For example, in the early 
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1992). 1980s, half of city schools and two thirds 

of suburban schools offered Calculus, as 

compared with only one third of rural 

schools (Sherman, 1992).” 

    More recent studies in rural school 

districts indicate that the number of 

courses and of special programs offered 

to rural students is much smaller than 

that offered to suburban students (e.g., 

Ballou & Podgursky, 1995; Hall & Barker, 

1995). 

    Research suggests that rural schools have 

not implemented technology to the same 

extent as non-rural schools, and they 

often lack the infrastructure and resources 

to do so (e.g., Howley & Howley, 1995). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

END 
 
 
 



 
120 State Street, Montpelier VT 05620-2501 

(p) 802-828-3135 | (f) 802-828-3140 

 

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 
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