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Hi Shap,
I have been keenly following the discussion and proposals on education financing and sometimes
regret that I’m at such a remove from those policy discussions. My past experience at the tax
department allowed me to analyze some of the proposals now under consideration and to act as
a resource to the Ways & Means Committee in their deliberations.
Others have stepped in, I’m sure, but if you have the time and inclination, I would like to meet with
you to share some observations, ideas and concerns.
Best wishes for the new year.
Susan Mesner
Deputy State Auditor
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Education for the 21st Century
Enabling Local Districts with the Tools to Succeed

November 6, 2014

Tom Pelham, Founding Officer – Campaign for Vermont
Ben Kinsley, Policy and Operations Manager – Campaign for Vermont
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Executive Summary
The Bottom Line, Excellent Schools Attract Families and Prosperity
Imagine a public education system that produces the most innovative thinkers, not just in the United
States, but in the world. Imagine a system that consistently produces the best prepared citizens and
that attracts employers who value the education their employees’ children receive. We can have that
education system in Vermont.
Vermont faces a variety of challenges that threaten the long-term prosperity of the state. An aging
population, lackluster economic growth and poor infrastructure are some of the most serious
challenges facing Vermont. In order to preserve the long-term health and vitality of the state, steps
must be taken to address these problems. One important element will be to reform Vermont’s
education system.
The Need for Education Reform
Vermont’s K-12 education system is well positioned to be spectacular; however, while Vermont’s system
is among the best resourced on a per pupil basis, our results are less than best. The bottom line is that
current levels in spending are simply unsustainable. Why is it that Massachusetts spends, on average,
14,0211 dollars per pupil while Vermont spends 17,5422? Despite this gap in spending, Massachusetts
still provides better student outcomes than Vermont, and probably the best in the country. Serious
structural changes are necessary to ensure that Vermont’s education policies are on the right path.
Vermont’s education governance structure consists of numerous administrative structures, including local
school districts (251), supervisory unions (62) and Technical Trade Centers (15).3 More than 300
school entities serve, on average, the smallest population of students per district in the nation.4 Having
so many different, and often times overlapping administrative entities leads to more money being spent
on costly administrative work rather than educational programs.
Finally, any educational reform effort needs to preserve Vermont’s long history of local control. For many
communities, the local schools serve as the backbone of civic life. Many people become involved in
their communities by serving on their local school boards, coaching school athletics, or volunteering in
other school related efforts. And often times the local school serves as the “public meeting house” for
that community. Education reform needs to preserve local control to as large an extent possible while
allowing necessary reforms to bring down administrative cost and provide better educational
opportunities to students.
Despite the complexity in our education system, one thing is clear. We are trying to educate our children
for the 21st century using a 19th century school system.

1

Massachusetts DOE FY2013 expenditures per pupil - http://www.doe.mass.edu/finance/statistics/ppx13.html
VT net expenditures / ADM student count – AOE internal documents
VT AOE, Number of Vermont School Districts and Education Entities - http://education.vermont.gov/documents/educ_master_district_list.pdf
4
Picus Report, Page 23.
2
3
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What Reform Looks Like
In order to get per pupil spending in line and provide better educational opportunities for all of Vermont’s
children, Vermont needs to take steps to reduce burdensome administrative costs and encourage higher
degrees of economies of scale. To do this CFV recommends that we consolidate some key
administrative functions into Regional Educational Administrative Districts (READs). These
Educational Districts would be given greater authority to control educational spending and implement
collaboration among their local districts, streamline the administrative redundancies in our current
system, and allow local school districts more flexibility in providing quality education. Savings from
consolidating these functions could be put to use expanding educational programs for children,
lowering property taxes and ensuring that teachers are adequately paid.
Benefits of Education Reform
Providing a spectacular primary and secondary school system has many rewards. First, our children are
better prepared for whatever future they choose to pursue. Whether business, agriculture, the technical
trades or the arts, it’s important to send our children forward with the curiosity and skills necessary to
thrive. Lastly, a spectacular education system would be a valuable Vermont “brand” asset, attracting
businesses to Vermont, providing jobs of all types for our high school and higher education graduates,
allowing them to remain in Vermont and build a financially viable career and raise a family of their
own.
The following will further expanded on the educational challenges listed above. In addition, this paper
explains Campaign for Vermont’s recommendations on child-centered reforms that can give
Vermont’s children the education they deserve and have a right to expect -- the very best.

Sincerely,

Tom Pelham
Founding Officer

Cyrus Patten
Executive Director
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Vermont’s Education System Today
Spending and Population Demographics
In January 2012, at the request of the Legislature, a team of consultants issued a report (The Picus Report)5
profiling, on a comparative basis, the core characteristics of Vermont’s K-12 system. The report found
the following: The number of Vermont school children has dropped dramatically in recent years and is
projected to continue declining. In addition, school district sizes continue to decrease across the state
and remain significantly lower than both national and regional averages.

5

http://picusodden.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/VT_Finance_Study_1-18-2012.pdf
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Change in VT Student Population
2000-2011
5.60%
-3.40%

-18.10%
US

NEW ENGLAND

VERMONT
Source: Picus Report Table 3.7

This chart clearly demonstrates that Vermont’s K-12 population has declined. Yet while Vermont’s school
population continues to decline the cost of maintaining these administrative districts is on the rise.
In October of 2014, Campaign for Vermont (CFV) released a Report on Education Outcomes and
Spending. CFV used data collected from the Vermont Agency of Education and Vermont Department
of Taxes to look for any relationships between school district size, spending, or incomes and NECAP
test scores.
Our statistical analysis showed no relationship between school district size and spending per student and
test scores. This is the same conclusion the Picus Report came to. All around Vermont you can find a
variety of school districts of different sizes and spending levels that achieve a variety of student
outcomes.
Our most interesting finding? Median school district income is the best predictor of student outcomes,
with nearly a 50% correlation. This is a well-documented national phenomenon, and appears to be no
different in Vermont.
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Expenditures per Pupil 2000-2011
17,447
15,316
10,826
7,889

6,627

US

6,981

NEW ENGLAND
FY2000

VERMONT

FY2011
Source: Picus Report, Table A1.4

On a per pupil basis, Vermont’s school system is expensive, costing 14% more than the New England
average and 60% more than the national average. The chart above shows that Vermont’s spending per
pupil was close to the U.S. average in 2000 but has grown at a faster rate since then.
Vermont ranks among the highest in the country for spending per pupil. As a point of reference, if
Vermont’s per pupil spending equaled that of Massachusetts, which has better student outcomes than
Vermont and possibly the best in the nation, Vermont education costs would be $134 million less.6
Much of the administrative overhead costs associated with Vermont’s school governance system are due to
redundancies in administrative functions across our 277 school districts and 58 supervisory unions,
which serve a shrinking school population. The average size of a Vermont school district is around 300
students, far below the New England average, and even further below the national average.7

6

(Vermont Cost per ADA – Massachusetts Cost per ADA) X Vermont ADA =’s
($17,727 - $16,161) X 85,501 students = $133,894,566. See Appendix D.

7

Picus Report, Page 24 - Table 3.8: Average School District Size. Number of school districts and
S.U.’s on page xi.
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School District Size 2000 and 2011
3,213

3,169

1,701
933
342
US

NEW ENGLAND
FY2000

299

VERMONT

FY2011
Source: Picus Report, Table A1.8

Vermont has among the lowest number of students per administrator in the country at 184.1 students
per administrator. The New England average is 258.4, and the national average is 291.9 students per
administrator.8 This means that the number of students per administrator in Vermont is 37% below
the national average, driving the overall cost to educate our students up.
Educational Outcomes
While Vermont’s educational system does face some serious challenges there are a few areas where it
performs well. The National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP), an assessment required by
federal law for each state, as well as the New England Common Assessment Program (NECAP), an
assessment developed for several New England states to satisfy the requirements of the federal “No
Child Left Behind” legislation, offer a picture of Vermont’s successes. The Picus Report notes that
Vermont’s scores on the NAEP continually rank among the top ten in the nation.
Despite this success Vermont still faces serious educational challenges. The Picus report also makes a
number of points that demonstrate Vermont’s room for growth. Reviewing NAEP and NECAP scores,
the Picus Report finds that Vermont students are losing ground compared to other New England
states – both New Hampshire and Rhode Island have seen greater improvement in student test
scores in the past five years. The average scores for students in Massachusetts are consistently
higher than the average scores for students in Vermont even though Massachusetts has a much
larger at-risk population. New Hampshire students as well have consistently scored better than
Vermont students on the math and reading exams. Where Vermont’s scores have increased between
2003 and 2013, the gains have been modest.9

8
9

The Picus Report – Table 3.10: Teacher & Administrator to Student Ratios
See Appendix B
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Comparison of
Vermont NAEP
results with
New England
and with
National Results

National
Scores

2013 Vermont Scores

Test

Average

4th Grade Math
8th Grade Math
4th Grade Reading
8th Grade Reading

248
295
228
274

New
England
Ranking
3
3
4
3

National
Ranking
5
4
7
4

Average
241
284
221
266

Source: NAEP Results 2013 – NationsReportCard.gov

International Assessments and Rankings
In today’s flattening world economy, Vermont’s children must be prepared to compete with students from
around the world. Jay Peak’s recent expansion in the Northeast Kingdom utilizing the EB-5 program, a
federal program that provides visa’s to foreigners in return for capital investment, is just one example.
Being near the top of the education list in the United States or New England does not translate to being
prepared to compete with graduates from other nation’s school systems. To protect and grow American
and Vermont jobs, we need to provide a world-class education for our children.
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
The member countries in the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) produce
two-thirds of the world’s goods and services and publishes PISA scores that compare educational
outcomes. This assessment finds the United States far down the list of accomplishment.
In assessments of 15 year old students in the 65 OECD or partner economies in the areas of Reading,
Mathematics, and Science, the United States students ranked 24th, 36th, and 28th respectively in
comparison to 15 year olds from the other nations.10
Further, using PISA data for countries and NAEP data for states, Stanford economist Eric Hanushek with
colleagues from Harvard and the University of Munich compared U.S. education data with
international data and then rank order their findings. The top scoring nations in math were Shanghai,
Singapore, Hong Kong, and Korea respectively. Massachusetts ranked 9th behind Switzerland,
followed by Minnesota ranked 18th behind Germany and Australia and then Vermont ranked 19th.11
Educational Opportunities are Not Equal
In keeping with the Brigham decision and Act 60/68, Vermont’s school districts must have substantially
equal educational opportunities. In one sense, it does; one town cannot raise substantially more
10

11

PISA 2012 Results: http://www.oecd.org/pisa/keyfindings/pisa-2012-results-overview.pdf

http://educationnext.org/files/ednext_20114_research_peterson.pdf
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education dollars than another on a per pupil basis. Our research actually found a slight negative
relationship between education spending per student and district income. This would indicate that the
redistributive effects of Act 60/68 are working to keep more affluent districts from spending more on
education than disadvantaged districts.
However, in another sense, there is still a great inequality in educational attainment. It is not driven by
school districts themselves, as Act 60/68 addresses, but rather by socio-economic class. Our research
indicates a relatively strong relationship between school district income and test scores. Further, it’s
clear that children from lower income families who are eligible for free or reduced lunch (FRL) do not
perform as well as children not eligible. Here’s a summary of the results for reading and math from
2008 to 2013.
NECAP Scores by Income
3rd-8th Grade Math – Proficient and Above
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
73%
75%
75%
76%
76%
72%
Not FRL
48%
49%
49%
51%
51%
47%
FRL
Source: Vermont Agency of Education NECAP Assessments 2005-2013

Not FRL
FRL

2008
79%
54%

3rd-8th Grade Reading – Proficient and Above
2009
2010
2011
2012
80%
82%
82%
83%
57%
58%
61%
59%

2013
81%
57%

Source: Vermont Agency of Education NECAP Assessments 2005-2013

Given the chart above, it is clear that lower income students are not doing as well as higher income
students.
In order to address this inequality in our system, we must allow school districts to be flexible in their
response to changing demographics and educational needs. For example, the ability for two
neighboring school districts to share an art or music teacher, or offer AP and other specialized classes.
Something that neither district would be able to do effectively on their own, but by sharing resources
they are able to create a new opportunity for students.
Conclusions
The above methods of measuring educational outcomes provide Vermonters some comfort that our K-12
education system generally offers our youth a reasonable, but not the best nor spectacular, level of
educational opportunity; although those from lower income families do not achieve the same results as
those from higher income families.
While it is true that Vermont scores higher than most states nationally, Vermont’s scores lag behind other
New England States and other developed countries. In order to be competitive Vermont must take
steps to ensure that education spending goes to educating students not filling paperwork.
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Recommendations
Simplify, Streamline and Refocus Our Educational Infrastructure
With over 300 local and regional administrative entities plus the State Department of Education serving
slightly over 85,000 students, the demands on resources to simply coordinate Vermont’s K-12 system
are immense. Vermont’s K-12 education system has the highest ratio of administrators to students in
the nation.12 Such a system is inherently cumbersome, directing resources away from the classroom
and students in favor of organizational and administrative demands. Campaign for Vermont, for
reasons of efficiency and better service to students, recommends the following specific reforms to the
current system.
Creation of Regional Education Administrative Districts (READs)
Campaign for Vermont recommends the elimination of Vermont’s supervisory unions in favor of more
powerful Regional Education Administrative Districts (READs) organized around Vermont’s 17
technical centers. Organizing READs around technology centers would provide a clear path for
students interested in attending a technical college, or provide a stepping-stone to a traditional four
year institution.
Local school districts will continue to manage areas most important to parents and students, such as hiring
local staff and principals, managing the local school building and prioritizing budget assignments.
READs will focus on economies of scale and economies of opportunity for students, including budget
approval by district voters, budget assignment to school districts, teacher contract negotiations,
transportation coordination, capital investment projects, purchasing of supplies, and coordination of
AP and special education courses across the district to maximize availability.
READ Governance Structure
Each READ would be governed by a single board; each local school board would select one member to
represent their school at the READ board. These members would be responsible for representing their
school’s interest before the board such as on budget issues and teacher contract negotiations. Each
member of the READ board would have a proportional vote to their local district population.
READ Financing Structure
Campaign for Vermont believes that the mandates of the Vermont Supreme Court’s Brigham decision,
which requires “substantially equal” educational opportunity for all Vermont’s children and the basis
for Act 60 and Act 68, is the established standard in Vermont. However, the money raised through
education taxes should remain, as much as possible, within the communities in which it was raised
while complying with Brigham.
Campaign for Vermont proposes replacing the statewide tax rate with a regional one administered by the
READs. The budget shall include the following items now covered by the state’s education fund: the
education payment, transportation, and technical education. When a READ budget is approved by
voters, these items, which comprise 85% of state k-12 education spending, will be shared in accord
with the Brigham decision by the READ’s school district property owners. In short, to a significant
12

The Picus report, page 26.
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extent, towns will no longer be sending the majority of their property tax dollars to the state education
fund in Montpelier for management by the state legislature, but to the more local READ’s comprised
of neighboring cities and towns and controlled and managed locally. While the Brigham decision has
forever severed the decision to spend with the levy of the local property tax, the READ framework
reunites the spending decisions with associated property tax burdens at the regional level rather than
with the state legislature.
The state would use current general fund, federal, and other education revenue to equalize the regional tax
rates in keeping with the Brigham decision and provide for special education. This system will allow
flexibility at the local level as well as provide substantially equal educational resources.
School Budget Process
Local School boards would be responsible for creating a preliminary budget, the local school board’s
representative would present their budget to the READ board for debate and voting. Once all
preliminary budgets have been approved by the READ board they will be compiled into a master
budget that will be brought up for a final vote on town meeting day for approval by the voters of the
READ.
READs Help Retain and Strengthen Local Control
Local school districts are a treasured and vital part of Vermont’s community heritage. Shifting
administrative functions and revenue collection to Regional Education Administrative Districts allows
for local districts to have greater input into the way that education dollars are being raised and spent.
Keeping education tax revenue inside the READ gives them the resources to be creative in finding
education solutions. Such an alignment, as outlined above, would allow READs to be of a size that
generates economies of scale beneficial to taxpayers as well as the critical mass necessary to offer
students a rich and diverse educational environment and experience. A strong READ structure will
make it possible for our schools to collaborate, share resources, and work systematically to provide
more opportunities for our students.
READs Help Foster Bottom up Education Policies
The intent of this reform is to foster education policies from the bottom up (school board and READ)
rather than from the top down (State Board of Education and Secretary of Education). Each of the
approximately 15 READ’s should be free to explore and pursue educational reforms and curricula that
are responsive to the needs of district students. Diverse approaches for educating Vermont’s children
should be allowed and encouraged, but measured very carefully and often for effectiveness. For
example, given demographic and cultural differences among student populations, approaches to better
serving the needs of students might be quite different for a READ serving the Burlington area relative
to an READ serving the Northeast Kingdom. The new governance model will enable local education
leaders to focus on improving learning in a customized, locally appropriate way.
Summary
In short, creating READs will help to control cost by consolidating administrative functions, allow greater
flexibility to respond to changing needs, and create more educational opportunities for our students.
They would also allow local districts greater input in the way that education funding is raised and spent
in their communities. READs would empower local communities to play an active role in creating
education policy.
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Role of State Government
Partners in Reform
The Agency of Education should play a helpful role in gathering and sharing information that thoroughly
informs READs, local school boards, parents and citizens of the status of student outcomes and
progress, or lack thereof, and encourage READs to constantly seek and achieve high standard results.
For example, the state Board of Education would be responsible for:





Determining the standardized tests used to evaluate student outcomes and distributing broadly these
results and others like the SAT, NAEP, and NECAP exams;
Collecting, via the teacher licensing process, and distributing information that profiles the quality and
performance of the instructional workforce in each READ;
Collecting and disseminating comparative financial data profiling the financial performance and cost
effectiveness of READs;
Sharing “best practice” information garnered from READs and local school districts as well as
national and international sources.

However, decisions on how to best utilize information from the Agency of Education would remain with
the READ and local school district representatives. State recommendations are fine but state mandates
should be avoided. For example, there would be no statewide mandates regarding the length of the
school day or the annual school calendar. Campaign for Vermont believes critical education and
spending decisions should not be made at the statehouse, but as close to parents, students and
community members as possible.
Income Sensitivity
In 2014, the effective homestead rate was $1.41 and the non-residential rate was $1.44, yet only $1.25 of
these was necessary to support education, the rest being necessary to raise the $142.5 million for
income sensitivity which is cost shifted. CFV recommends that the cost of income sensitivity be
explicit on tax bills as a separate, non-education charge that taxpayers can see rather than have it
embedded and hidden, as it is now, in the base education rates. Income sensitivity is not a requirement
of Brigham nor is it education related but it comprises 18 cents (13%) of current education tax rates.
The State Pays Its Own Costs
While school funding issues should be decided within Regional Education Administrative Districts, the
state still has an important role to play regarding education spending. The state should retain its current
financial responsibilities for the following education fund budget items: the state share of special
education costs, state placed students, EEE Block Grant, the Community (Corrections) High School of
Vermont, Adult Education and Literacy, the Renter Rebate program, the reappraisal and listing
payment and the VISION Accounting System. The small schools grants can be sunset as decisions
regarding the size of school districts belong to local school districts and READ’s. The state shall pay
for its obligations from state funds (Sales & Use Tax, Purchase & Use Tax, and general fund, lottery
and Medicaid transfers) currently mandated to the state Education Fund.
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Further, the state shall finance its responsibility of equal access to equal educational opportunity consistent
with the Brigham decision to the extent that the distribution of the education grand list per pupil is not
“substantially equal” across all READs. The equity required by Brigham will be easier to achieve and
more transparent, while tax resources will be kept more local by managing this responsibility over
approximately 17 READs rather than over the current practice involving hundreds of school districts.
The required equity can be achieved by directing the state funds mandated to the education fund to
READs assuring that each penny of their tax rates raises a substantially equal (but not necessarily
precisely equal) amount of revenue per pupil. If this remainder of state funds is not sufficient to
achieve the Brigham standard of substantial equality, then the state can assess a statewide property tax
on the statewide education grand list to raise the necessary additional funds.

Conclusion
Vermont is at a critical juncture. Over the next decade Vermont will begin to feel the effects of stagnant
population and economic growth coupled with unsustainable levels of spending. Therefore it is
necessary to take preventative measures that will help address these long-term problems. Consolidating
administrative cost through the creation of regional education administrative districts would redirect
money back to students, back to taxpayers and empower regional communities to serve an active role
in educating their children. Education reform coupled with economic development will help set
Vermont up for success for years to come.
Let’s partner together to create a sustainable and equitable platform to educate our children for the 21st
century.
###

Appendix A
Student/Teacher and Student/Administrator Ratios
1. Vermont’s ratio of students to teachers is the lowest in the country. Student to Administrator is the 3rd
lowest.
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Student/Teacher Ratios
16.1

15.8

15.6

15.3

12.3
10.9

FY2000

10.5

FY2004

9.8

FY2006
US

FY2010

Vermont
Source: Picus Report, Table A1.10a

Student/Administrator Ratios
341.5
291.9

311.3
233

256.9
184.1

US

NEW ENGLAND
FY2000

VERMONT

FY2010
Source: Picus Report, Table A1.10b

2. Average teacher salaries in Vermont have not kept pace with those in New England or the national
average. Note that Massachusetts has much higher average salaries but also a slightly higher ratio of pupils
to teacher at 13.6.
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Average Teacher Salaries
69,273
55,202

49,084

64,350
51,443

59,686

46,106

Average Teacher Salary - FY2012
Ave.
National
State
Salary
Ranking
Vermont
49,084
28
United States
55,202
Maine
46,106
New
Hampshir
e
51,443
Rhode Island
59,686
Connecticut
64,350
Massachusetts
69,273
Source: Picus Report, Table A1.9
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Appendix B
Vermont’s NAEP scores compared to New England and the US.
Math
4th
Grade

National
Scor
es

Vermont Scores

Year

Average

2003
2005
2007
2009
2011
2013

242
244
246
248
247
248

Math
8th
Grade

National
Ran
king
3
6
6
4
6
5

New England
Ranking

Average

2
3
3
3
3
3

235
238
240
240
240
241
National
Scor
es

Vermont Scores

Year

Average

2003
2005
2007
2009
2011
2013

286
287
291
293
294
295

National
Ran
king
6
3
4
3
4
4

New England
Ranking

Average

3
2
2
2
2
3

278
279
281
283
283
284
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Reading
4th
Grade

National
Scor
es

Vermont Scores

Year

Average

2003
2005
2007
2009
2011
2013

226
227
228
229
227
228

Reading
8th
Grade

National
Ran
king
4
3
4
5
7
7

New England
Ranking

Average

4
3
3
4
4
4

218
219
221
221
220
221
National
Scor
es

Vermont Scores

Year

Average

2003
2005
2007
2009
2011
2013

271
269
273
272
274
274

National
Ranki
ng
3
7
2
3
4
4

New England
Ranking

Average

3
4
2
2
3
3

263
262
263
264
264
266

Source: NationsReportCard.gov
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Appendix C
CFV Report on Education Outcomes and Spending - Overview
Campaign for Vermont found that in most cases there is no relationship between NECAP exam scores and
measurements of spending or district size. While all correlations between test scores and ADM counts
were under 10%, the correlation between 11th grade math scores and ADM was 24.6% with an Rsquared value of 6%. While this is not particularly significant, it does indicate a possible relationship
and might suggest that school district size has a slight effect on high school level math scores, at least
in 2014.
We see this trend again when it comes to education spending per equalized pupil. Eleventh grade math and
scores showed a 23.1% correlation with an R-square value of 5.3%. Three through eighth grade math
and reading scores showed no correlation. This again suggests a possible, but weak, relationship
between education spending and high school educational outcomes per equalized pupil. However,
given that the redistributive effect of the calculation of equalized pupils among school districts, as
noted in finding (4) above, the apparent correlation, though weak, might be further diluted when
controlled for such redistribution.
While the above data may be indicative, we do not consider the 11th grade statistics to be as accurate as the
3-8th grade statistics for two reasons. First, the number of school districts with an 11th grade is fewer
than those with 3-8th grades and thus offers a smaller sample size. Secondly, since the 11th grade test
only measures one class, results could vary significantly from year to year within a particular school.
This measure may be more accurate if averaged over a longer period of time.
The most salient statistics were found regarding the comparisons of educational outcomes to income
measurements. See chart below:

CFV Education Outcomes and Spending Report
Test Scores relative
to district’s
ADM count
3-8 Math
3-8 Reading
11 Math*
11 Reading
Test Scores relative
to district’s
Equalized Pupil
Count
3-8 Math
3-8 Reading
11 Math *
11 Reading

Correlation
-0.04005
-0.019974
0.2458918
0.0824402

Correlation
-0.055757
-0.029858
0.2305283
0.0696833

R2
0.001604
0.0004041
0.0604628
0.0067964

District
Co
unt
196
196
52
52

School district size appears to have little
relationship to test score outcomes.
There does appear to be a slight
relationship between ADM and 11th
grade math scores.

R2
0.0031088
0.0008915
0.0531433
0.0048558

District
Co
unt
191
191
52
52

Similar to district size based on ADM,
district size based on equalized pupil
counts have little bearing on test score
outcomes. Again, as with ADM, there
may be a slight relationship with
regard to grade 11 math scores.
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Test Scores relative
to Education
Spending per
ADM
3-8 Math
3-8 Reading
11 Math :
11 Reading

Correlation
-0.02426
0.0432067
-0.024138
0.0766687

Test Scores relative to Total
Spending per ADM
3-8 Math
-0.068506
3-8 Reading
-0.048398
11 Math
-0.120293
11 Reading
0.0347017
Test Scores in relation to “education
spending” per equalized pupil
3-8 Math
0.1364751
3-8 Reading
0.1612649
11 Math *
0.291654
11 Reading *
0.3548975
Test Scores in
relation to
district median
income (adjusted
gross income –
AGI)
3-8 Math *
3-8 Reading *
11 Math *
11 Reading *
District spending in
relation to ADM
or Equalized
Pupil count
$/ADM : ADM
$/EqPup : ADM
Ed$/ADM : ADM
Ed$/EqPup : ADM
$/EqPup : EqPup

Correlation
0.4489159
0.4385738
0.4962555
0.3206791

Correlation
0.0037956
0.0021017
0.0006547
-0.001378
0.002801

The level of “education spending” per
ADM does not appear to have a
significant relationship to test score
outcomes.

R2
0.0005886
0.0018668
0.0005827
0.0058781

District
Co
unt
196
196
52
52

R2
0.0046931
0.0260064
0.0850621
0.1259522

District
Co
unt
196
196
52
52

Total school district expenditures per
ADM do not appear to have a
significant relationship to test score
outcomes.

R2
0.0186255
0.0260064
0.0850621
0.1259522

District
Co
unt
191
191
52
52

A slight relationship between “education
spending” per equalized pupil appears
at the 11th grade level, however this
could be merely a function of the
calculations behind education
spending and equalized pupils. (See
Findings 4 and 6 above)

R2
0.2015255
0.192347
0.2462695
0.1028351

District
Co
unt
169
169
28
28

R2
0.0000144
0.0000044
0.0000004
0.0000019
0.0000078

District
Co
unt
273
273
273
273
273

The strongest relationship found was
between median district income (AGI)
and test scores. These correlations
indicate that test results increase as
household incomes rise, indicating that
the home environment in
economically better off households is
more conducive to academic
achievement.
There appears no significant relationship
between spending per student count
and school district size, whether
counted as ADM or Equalized pupils.
This may indicate there is little proven
value in assuming cost efficiencies
based upon school district size.
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Ed$/EqPup : EqPup
Spending in relation
to income
measures
$/ADM : FRL
Ed$/ADM : FRL
$/ADM : AGI
Ed$/ADM : AGI

-0.0015

0.0000023

273

Correlation
-0.04153
0.0009245
-0.203722

R2
0.0017248
0.0000009
0.0415028

District
Co
unt
176
176
252
252

-0.157698

0.0248686

The correlation between measures of
spending per pupil and income
measures (AGI and FRL) indicate a
district’s wealth is not a predictor of
levels of spending per pupil, possibly
reflecting the success of redistributive
effects of Act 60/68 subsequent to the
Brigham decision.
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Appendix D
Spending per student and graduation rates data from the National Center for Education Statistics.

FY2004
$/ADA
$
United States

10,463
$

New England**

12,546
$

Vermont

12,675
$

Massachusetts

12,322
$

Connecticut

13,721
$

Maine

11,813
$

New Hampshire

10,625
$

Rhode Island

12,989

Spending per Student
FY2011
$/ADA
$
13,087
$
16,852
$
17,727
$
16,161
$
18,514
$
15,936
$
15,334
$
17,614

ADA
FY2004*

ADA
FY2011*

45,325,731

46,168,400

2,122,743

2,018,647

95,160

85,501

932,417

910,568

561,530

537,104

187,492

165,067

202,352

188,913

143,792

131,494

*ADA stands for Average Daily Attendance
**New England numbers calculated by adding member states
Source: Nation Center for Education Statistics – ELSI Table Generator tool

Graduation Rates FY2010

State
Vermont
United States
Maine
New Hampshire
Rhode Island
Connecticut
Massachusetts

Diploma
Recipi
ents
7199
520270
14069
15034
9908
34495
64462

Other HS Completers
29
136193
105
455
0
321
1093

Av. Freshman Grad. Rate*
91.4% (1)
78.4%**
82.8% (13)
86.3% (7)
76.4% (33)
75.1% (40)
82.6% (14)
*( ) is national ranking
**Weighted average

Source: National Center for Education Statistics - ELSI Express Tables, State Diploma Recipients
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Campaign for Vermont is committed to creating a flexible world-class education system that
provides Vermont's young people with the skills and tools to succeed in our 21st century
workforce. (Please see our Putting Children First position paper) Important to this goal is
evaluating how our current system is performing. To this end, Campaign for Vermont has
generated this report that evaluates Vermont's current education system using a data
driven approach and statistical analysis.
There has, to this point, been no serious effort to compare Vermont's education system on a
spending to outcomes basis. Campaign for Vermont used the most recent NECAP and
spending data from the Vermont Agency of Education (AOE) combined with 2012 income
information from the Vermont Department of Taxes to profile the performance of Vermont's
education system at the school district level.
Given that we are an organization with limited resources, we have conducted a broad
analysis inclusive of all Vermont school districts to identify causal relationships between
school district size, spending per student, district measures of income and student
outcomes as measured by NECAP scores. Our intent is to encourage a data driven
discussion of education reform in Vermont and avoid policy decisions based on assumed
but unproven relationships. We encourage the Vermont Agency of Education and
others, like the Legislature's Joint Fiscal Office, to provide more in -depth analysis at
what drives education outcomes in Vermont, especially to inform legislators, parents
and citizens during discussions of education reform in the coming legislative session.
For example, the AOE might conduct a similar analysis for school years 2011 through
2013 to see if our statistical results are replicated over time or develop data sets that
don't currently exist but which are important to student outcomes, such as
recommended by the Picus Report with regard to the talent and performance levels of
our educators. The consideration of reforms to Vermont's education funding system
absent of such data driven analysis is otherwise a fool's errand.
Data Sources
Campaign for Vermont used three specific sources of data:


A database from the Agency of Education's School Finance Team profiling a number of
variables for school year 2014 at the school district level. These variables include:
Campaign for Vermont, Report on Outcomes and Spending
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o

Average Daily Membership (ADM)1 and Equalized Pupil counts2. The definition of
ADM and Equalized Pupils can be found at the links footnoted below.

o
o

District school budgets and district spending per ADM and Equalized Pupil.
Education Spending3 per both ADM and Equalized pupil. Education spending is a
legislatively defined value and a subset of school district budgets. Its definition can be
found in the referenced footnote below.



Agency of Education data report on "Reading, Mathematics, Writing & Science: 2013"
(NECAP scores).4 These variables include:



o

Free and Reduced Lunch (FRL) Percentages

o

3-8th Grade Math Scores

o
o

3-8th Grade Reading Scores
11th Grade Math Scores

o

11th Grade Reading Scores

Vermont Department of Taxes 2012 report on "Town Median Income —All Returns."5 This
report profiles a town's median adjusted gross income based on state tax returns and is
organized by school district.
The district spending data from the AOE and the median income information from the
Department of Taxes were organized on a per district basis; however, the NECAP data
was organized on a per exam per school basis. In order to compare them accurately the
NECAP data had to be consolidated to the school district level (See Appendix A).
Major Findings

1. Similar to the findings of the legislatively sponsored Picus Report 6, school district
spending
per pupil, whether ADM or Equalized Pupil, appears unrelated to district income measures. For
example, Derby's spending per student is nearly equal to Shelburne's, even though Derby's
median income is nearly half of Shelburne's. This finding affirms the equity in Vermont's
school funding system found by Picus and resulting from the Supreme Court's Brigham
decision and the passage of Act 60 and Act 68.
httpliwww.leg.state.vtus/statutes/fullsection.cfm?Title=16&Chapter=133&Section=0400
1
2
http://www.leg.state.vt.usistatutesgullsection.cfm?Title=16&Chapter=133&Section=0401
0
Definition of education spending can be found here:
http://www.leg.state.vt.usistatutesifullsection.cfm?Title=16&Chaoter=133&Section=04001
'This report can be found here: httplieducation.vermont.gov/assessment/datattnecap
5
The report can be found here: http://www.state.vt.us/tax/statisticsincome.shtml
6
Picus Report, January 18, 2012: "The state has designed an equitable system. We found virtually no relationship
between district fiscal capacity (measured by either district property wealth or personal income) and spending
levels. Disparities in per pupil spending across districts meet or nearly meet well established benchmark
standards for school finance equity. Page iii
3

Campaign for Vermont, Report on Outcomes and Spending
-3
VT LEG #304008 v.1

2. Further, school district spending per pupil, whether ADM or Equalized Pupil, appears
unrelated to school district pupil counts. This means that high spending and low spending
school districts are found across the spectrum of Vermont school districts regardless of a
school district's enrollment size. For example, the Burlington, South Burlington and
Rutland school districts are the largest in the state and all spend above the $17,512 state
average per ADM at $19,095, $17,519 and $22,312 respectively. However, there are also
small districts that have high spending. Brighton, Stockbridge, Shrewsbury also s pend well
above the state average per ADM. Conversely, large districts such as Barre City, Spaulding
and Milton spend well below the state average at $14,134, $15,894, and $14,876
respectively along with small districts, like Montgomery, at $13,977. This f inding does not
speak favorably to the concept that large consolidated school district's are necessarily
more cost effective than Vermont's small school districts.
3. Further, NECAP test scores appear unrelated to both school district ADM and Equalized
pupil counts except for a possible very slight relationship for 11t h grade math. The
Burlington school district with 3,944 students, for example, has test results similar to
Royalton with 320 students. Again, this finding does not speak favorably to the concept
that large consolidated school district's offer students greater educational opportunity
than smaller school districts.
4. NECAP test scores appear unrelated to levels of total spending per pupil, whether ADM or
Equalized Pupils. Eden, for example, spends $20,074 per ADM with 3-8th grade math and
reading proficiencies of 56.2% and 62.53% respectively. Pomfret spends about the same at
$20,577 but achieves proficiencies of 89.5% for math and 100% for reading.
However, there does appear a modest positive relationship between levels of "education
spending" per Equalized Pupil, especially associated with 11th grade math and reading
scores. This possible correlation requires additional analysis for the result can simply be a
product of the data sets used. For example, NECAP scores are driven by the count of ADM
pupils taking the test, and not adjusted for the artificial shifts in student count resulting
from the calculation of Equalized Pupils, which modestly shifts the student count in favor of
lower wealth districts.
5. The strongest relationship, by far, were district NECAP test scores in relation to district
median adjusted gross income (AGO and Free and Reduced Lunch (FRL) measures. (See
Chart 1 below) As district AGI increased so did test score results and vice vers a relative to
FRL. However, it's important to note that relative to a school district's measures of income,
there is no significant difference in spending per ADM as district incomes change. Out of the
ten towns reporting median AGI above $50,000, all but one was below the state average for
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spending per student. Shelburne, for example, spends $14,829 per student, well below the state
average.

6. The calculation of Equalized Pupils is not transparent, and in fact is significantly confidential,
and submissions of statutorily defined "Education Spending" to the Agency of Education are
not audited. Given the use of a district's Equalized Pupils and Education Spending for
purposes of both setting local education tax rates and comparing expenditure patterns
among school districts, Campaign for Vermont views the above lack of transparency and lack
of financial oversight as major weaknesses. How can school boards and citizens be sure
Vermont's education funding system is fairly administered when tax rates are determined
using essentially confidential and unaudited information?
Increases in equalized pupils and decreases in education spending tend to lower local tax rates,
and vice versa. For example, the 2014 calculation of equalized pupils diminishes Essex
Town's school population relative to ADM by 51.9 students while Barre City's relative count
increases by 36.91 students. Similarly, South Burlington's student count relative to ADM
decreases by 72.6 students while Burlington's and Rutland City's increase by 136.9 and
111.7 respectively.
With regard to "education spending," there is a wide variation in the portion of a school's
budget certified by school superintendents as "education spending." Education spending is
a legislatively defined value and a subset of school district budgets. Statewide, the
average is 78 percent of school districts' budget is attested to by superintendents as
"education spending". However, the level in Rutland City was only 61 percent while
Milton's was at 87 percent, for example.
Equalized pupil counts are calculated using confidential Agency of Human Services (AHS)
data. This information is not available to the public or anyone outside of the AHS. In
response to a Freedom of Information request to the Secretary of Education, the AOE
states,
"The equalized pupil count is weighted for students residing in families receiving nutrition
benefits. The Agency of Education receives these counts from the Agency of Human
Services. AHS does not send AOE identifying information as part of this function.
Federal standards limit the sharing of such identifying information. See, e.g. 7 CFR
§272.1"
Further, AOE states "With regard to information on students who reside within a family
receiving nutrition benefits," the Agency relies upon confidential information received
directly from the Agency of Human Services. AOE does not receive identifying
information within this data, but nonetheless cannot share this data because of the
ways in which small community, school, and grade sizes within Vermont can allow
Campaign for Vermont, Report on Outcomes and Spending 5
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identifying inferences that would run contrary to AOE's duties to protect student records
under FERPA, 1 V.S.A. § 317(c)(11), and, in this case, potentially, the federal School
Lunch program (see, e.g. 42 U.S.C. § 1758(b)(6))."
"As with the data for families receiving nutrition benefits, the state-placed student data can also
allow identification as the data are received by district and by grade. Again, that would run
counter to AOE's duties to protect student records under both FERPA and 1 V.S.A. §
317(c)(11)."
With regard to oversight of district "education spending," as defined in statute, the AOE
response was:
"the Superintendent of each school district must submit a signed form attesting to the
accuracy of the information." Further, "Any independent reviews would be carried
out by or for the State Auditor of Accounts, who would be the custodian of any
resulting records."
However, the website of the State Auditor of Accounts does not profile any audits of
"education spending" as statutorily defined.

Discussion and Recommendations
Campaign for Vermont found that in most cases there is no relationship between NECAP exam
scores and measurements of spending or district size. While all correlations between test
scores and ADM counts were under 10%, the correlation between 11th grade math scores
and ADM was 24.6% with an R-squared value of 6%. While this is not particularly
significant, it does indicate a possible relationship and might suggest that school district size
has a slight effect on high school level math scores, at least in 2014.
We see this trend again when it comes to education spending per equalized pupil. Eleventh
grade math and scores showed a 23.1% correlation with an R -square value of 5.3%.
Three through eighth grade math and reading scores showed no correlation. This again
suggests a possible, but weak, relationship between education spending and high school
educational outcomes per equalized pupil. However, given that the redistributive effect
of the calculation of equalized pupils among districts, as noted in finding (4) above, the
apparent correlation, though weak, might be further diluted when contr olled for such
redistribution.
While the above data may be indicative, we do not consider the 11th grade statistics to be as
accurate as the 3-8th grade statistics for two reasons. First, the number of school districts
with an 11th grade is fewer than those with 3-8th grades and thus offers a smaller sample
size. Secondly, since the 11th grade test only measures one class, results could vary
significantly from
Campaign for Vermont, Report on Outcomes and
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year to year within a particular school. This measure may be more accurate if averaged over a longer
period of time.
The most salient statistics were found regarding the comparisons of educational outcomes to income
measurements. See chart below:

Chart 1— Test Scores by Income Measures
Measure
3-8 Math : AGI
3-8 Reading : AGI
3-8 Math : FRL
3-8 Reading: FRL
11 Math : AGI
11 Reading : AGI
11 Math : FRL
11 Reading: FRL

Correlation Coefficient
44.9%
43.9%
-47.3%
-40.9%
49.6%
32.1%
-44.3%
-36.3%

R-Squared
20.2%
19.2%
22.4%
16.7%
24.6%
10.3%
19.6%
13.2%

You will notice that the above correlations related to income reflect relationships in both 3-8th grade
and high school populations. Using both the percentage of students on Free or Reduced Lunch and
district AGI profiles, we can see that both measures track fairly close, though the relationships are
inverse.
Decision makers should evaluate the above relationships, or absence thereof, carefully. They
suggest that more money dedicated to our school system will not achieve measu rable
improvements in student outcomes. As noted by Picus, "Vermont's schools have among the
highest levels of per pupil revenue in the United States."' Further, the Secretary of Education
and legislative leaders, absent compelling supporting data and anal ysis, should not embrace
politically crafted education reform proposals, such as the neutering of local school districts
last session in House Bill 883, in favor of state enforced consolidated districts. The
recommendations and decisions of these top shelf leaders should be thoughtful and data
driven and not crafted in the heat of political expediency.
Further, the Secretary of Education and legislative leaders should further explore areas where
there are clear and positive relationships to student outcomes . The data indicates that higher
income households engender better education outcomes for students than lower income
households. Vermont's education system is not structured nor directly tasked with the
responsibility of raising household incomes. However, the Secretary might explore and identify
the characteristics of households, in addition to higher levels of resources, that nurture better
student outcomes. Are such outcomes just a function of more income or are their associated
7

Picus Report, January 18, 2012, Executive Summary, page xv
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qualities that can inform educators, Agency of Human Service leaders and social workers
alike, causing them to leverage public investments in human service programs that
advantage student outcomes.
Finally, the Secretary of Education should be more proactive in developing additional data sets and
analysis that will better inform those interested in education reform opportunities. For
example, the Picus report contained case studies that identified important variables that
improve student outcomes.8 The report states:
"An in depth study of five schools that have shown substantial improvements in student
performance over the last five years shows that Vermont schools, even those with high
proportions of low income children, can produce large gains in student learning. The
case studies also identified a number of promising practices for improving student
performance."
One such area was the talent of educator and school leadership. The report recommends that
policy makers:

o

"Assess the degree to which Vermont has the teacher and principal talent to execute
effective school improvement strategies that dramatically boost student learning.
Specifically conduct an analysis of the teacher and principal supply channels in
Vermont. This would include analysis of the institutions from which teachers and
principals are recruited, assessment the quality of the talent that is recruited for
Vermont's schools, and development of an understanding of the degree to which
Vermont recruits teachers and principals from the top or bottom half of the talent
pool."

"This information could be used to design policies to ensure that future
educator talent is recruited from the top so that the best and the brightest
teach in and administer Vermont schools."
o

"Join the action of nearly two-thirds of the other states in the country to develop
new and comprehensive teacher and principal evaluation systems. These systems
would use multiple measures to place teachers and principals into 4-5 different
categories of effectiveness — effectiveness defined as producing student learning
gains. Use these new metrics to design new systems to license, tenure and pay
educators."8

However, a search of the Agency of Education's website does not find any teacher talent or
evaluation profiles at the district level as encouraged by the Picus recommendation. If a parent
wants to find the kind of information recommended by Picus or a policy maker wants to test
8
9

Picus Report, January 18, 2012, page iii
Picus Report, January 18, 2012, page xvii
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whether Picus' recommendation is statistically validated, the necessary data set is simply
unavailable.
The Agency of Education does publish the following topside information on teacher and principal
evaluations, but this information is mostly process oriented and not available for or of value to
profiling talent levels at the district level.
http://education.vermont.govidocuments/EDU -Memo 0914 Teacher Principal Survey.pdf
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Appendix A
In order to accurately compare NECAP scores to spending and income statistics, the dataset had
to be consolidated to the school district level.
NECAP scores are calculated on four levels of proficiency. Level 1 being substantially below
proficient, Level 2 partially proficient, Level 3 proficient, Level 4 proficient with distinction.
The NECAP results data gives you the percentage of students in each category. We combined
level 3 and 4 proficiency to give the percentage of students considered proficient and above,
which we refer to as proficiency level.
We then consolidated the district's data creating a weighted average proficiency for each district
and each exam. The four exams we chose to look at were 3-8th Grade Math scores, 38th
Grade Reading scores, 11th Grade Math scores, and 11th Grade Reading scores.
Once all the datasets were in the same district level format we combined them into one
database in order to run our statistical analysis. We sorted the database for each exam
and compared them against our spending and district size variables.
You can request more information on the process used by emailing Ben Kinsley at

ben@campaignforvermont.org
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Mr. Speaker
I am writing today at the request of the Dover School and Select boards. We appreciate
your request for ideas on property tax reform as well as the attention you have paid to
our past concerns about both cost and equity of our education funding system.
Attached is a study that our taxpayers commissioned and funded in 2011 that looked at
equity and the economic impacts of Vermont's education finance system.
We are also pleased to attached a policy brief on Vermont Education from Penn State's
Center on Rural Education and Families. Dover is one of the Vermont towns the
researchers have spent a significant amount of time with. We are grateful for their
efforts and experience, and would encourage further interview and examination of the
pair and their work. What follows is an email from Daniella Hall, co-author of the
policy brief:
We believe strongly in our education reform plan, and welcome the opportunity to discuss
our proposal with your colleagues. Mr. Burfoot-Rochford and I are rural education
researchers with expertise on Vermont’s small schools, and believe we bring a valuable
and needed perspective to the debate on consolidation. Collectively, we have
researched and taught in rural New England communities for over 20 years. Therefore,
we have both a strong vested interest and nuanced understanding of the complexities of
Vermont’s educational system.
In investigating Vermont’s educational reform efforts, we pinpointed a significant lack of
accurate information within the debate on the fiscal and academic effects of
consolidation. Our plan is therefore unique in that it is informed by comprehensive
knowledge and extensive research on consolidation, providing vital information that is
currently absent in the debate. Furthermore, our plan is among the few we have seen
that takes into account both finance reform and educational equity. We believe our
bipartisan approach, research-driven proposal, and critical understanding of Vermont’s
communities and schools uniquely positions us to shape this issue. We welcome the
opportunity to discuss this with you or your colleagues further at your convenience.
Thank you,
Daniella Hall, Ed.M.
Thank you again for soliciting for ideas to help create solutions to the education finance
problem.
Sincerely,
Laura H. Sibilia
Dover, VT
cell: 802-384-0233.
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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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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 threefold. 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.
VERMONT’S CURRENT CHALLENGES
Funding: Over the past fifteen years,
Vermo
nt’s
We believe rural schools are

a strength, not a problem,
and should be capitalized
to sustain local

Center on Rural Education & Communities
per pupil spending has drastically increased.
Between 2000 – 2011, per pupil
expenditures increased by 149.9%.m4
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. Property tax increases resulted in
community upheaval and the rejection of 35
school budgets in 2014.11 Statewide,
residents are demanding change.
m

1999-2000 per pupil expenditures were $6,981; 201011 per pupil expenditures rose to $17,447 (Picus et al.,
2012).

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
12
Program. While Vermont performs well on
national and international measures, withinstate 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 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
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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
19
achievement gaps. 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 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
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will not
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.

resolve Vermont’s
educational and
Educationaleconomic
Outcomes of challenges.
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 Lowincome 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.

Maine District Reorganization: Implications for Vermont
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
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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.
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
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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 sizebased 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 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.
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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 grantrestructuring 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
SchoolFamily44
SchoolCommunity
45

SchoolBusiness or
SchoolTechnology
46

Outcomes
 Retain current families
 Recruit new families
 Strengthen educational
supports for students
 Strengthen cultural capital in
school and community
 Increase community
participation in school
 Increase community awareness
of school decisions and funding
 Strengthen workforce
development and economic
capital in school and community
 Recruit new businesses
 Prepare students for postsecondary 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 communityservice 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
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 schoolcommunity ties developed through the process
will both strengthen student outcomes and
support local community sustainability.47 As
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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.xlix 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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