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The purpose of the Vermont Agency of Education (AOE) Shared School District Data 

Management System (SSDDMS) project is to provide a common system to state educational 

organizations in order to meet the goal of statewide data reporting and aggregation.  While there 

were potentially alternate means of compliance (enhancements to existing systems, manual 

workarounds, etc.), the parties involved, including AOE, ADS, and SU/SD business managers, 

felt that the long term benefits of having a statewide school financial system made it the best 

solution. 

 

Following the normal procurement process the application selected for SSDDMS was 

eFinancePlus, a commercial off-the-shelf solution that is provided by PowerSchool, Inc.  SUs 

and SDs have been transitioning to SSDMS/eFinancePlus through a series of eight rounds and 

two phases.  A round consists of one or more SUs/SDs that implement the SSDDMS as a group, 

with a common completion date.  A phase consists of the deployment of specific functionality 

within a round.  For example, the Rutland Northeast Supervisory Union went live on phase one 

of the SSDMS (General Ledger, Purchasing, Accounts Payable, etc.) in January of this year; the 

later phase two deployment would include things like budgeting, timesheets, external interfaces, 

etc.  The deployments are currently complete through Round 5, Phase 1. Additional rounds and 

phases are scheduled to complete over the next 18+ months; for example, Round 6 / Phase 1 by 

7/1/2021, and Round 8 / Phase 1 by 7/1/2022.  SUs/SDs that have difficulty meeting a schedule 

can request a transition to a later round, however there are limits to this as resources cannot 

support too many deferments to the last round in the schedule. Not all functionality will be in 

place by the July 1 2022 cutoff, as that represents the deadline for core functionality only, and 

specific functionality may continue to be deployed beyond that date. 

 

In January of 2021 the Joint Fiscal Office (JFO) requested that an IT Project Review be 

conducted for the SSDDMS.  This request was driven by reports to the legislature that the 

SSDDMS project was not meeting the needs and expectations of the end users, and represented a 

step backwards in terms of financial management.  Several school districts have requested that 

the eFinancePLUS system not be deployed at their location on the current schedule, and these 

requests are currently under consideration by AOE/ADS.  In addition, draft legislation has been 

developed (SFY22 H.912) that mandates a suspension of system deployment until a further 

review of the project is completed and there is additional legislative instruction.  While this draft 

bill has not yet been acted on, it does reflect the level of concern that the SSDDMS project has 

caused.  The purpose of this review is to examine the project, researching and analyzing its status 

and identifying any significant risks.  Based on the IT Project Review process that was 

developed previously the project review is focused on seven key subject areas: 



 

 Project Justification 

 Does the project really need to be done? 

 Clarity of Purpose 

 Is there a clear definition of success so that all participants will know when the 

project is properly completed? 

 Organizational Support 
 Is the affected organizational entity   fully supportive of the 

project, and is the business willing and able to adapt where required? 

 Project Leadership 

 Will there be strong and effective leadership to guide the project? 

 Project Management 
 Will there be qualified and effective project management to assist project 

leadership? 

 Financial Considerations 

 Are costs through the system lifecycle properly estimated, and is there funding? 

 Technical Approach 

 Are the proposed technical solutions achievable, realistic, and appropriate for 

this project? 
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The SSDDMS project was begun on August of 2017 with the submission of the IT Activity 

Business Case & Cost Analysis (IT ABC Form).  This document described the need for the 

project and the proposed solution as follows: 

 

In the current environment supervisory unions (SUs) maintain disparate systems with their own 

chart of accounts and data dictionaries. In accordance with Vermont Act 58 of the 2015 

legislative session (section E.500.1), the State has established a Uniform Chart of Accounts 

(UCOA) for implementation by all public Vermont education entities. In order to achieve 

compliance, all 62 SUs must implement the new uniform chart of accounts and associated 

business rules by FY2020 (July 1, 2019). As per statute, AoE is the responsible agent for 

ensuring compliance and implementation of this law. The goal of this legislation is not just to 

establish and share the UCOA with all public Vermont education entities, but more broadly to 

achieve higher quality school finance, personnel, and operations data, so that data are more 

comparable and consistent across schools, districts, and supervisory unions. 

 

In order to alleviate the burden to SUs in managing each their own reconfiguration or system 

implementation, leverage economies of scale (given impending district mergers and sunsetting of 

existing technology), and reduce monitoring costs that would be borne by AoE under a 

decentralized solution, we propose the procurement of a single shared software solution via 

RFP. This solution would not only meet the UCOA and business rule requirements as per 

Vermont Act 58 of 2015 (section E.500.1) but would also maintain, if not improve the user value 

that SUs realize from their current integrated data management solutions. AoE would centrally 

maintain any standardized metadata, but allow districts certain fields/codes through which they 



could customize aspects of their chart of accounts if necessary. In pursuing such a solution, a 

secondary goal would be to streamline data collection processes from the SUs, districts, and 

schools via automated reporting mechanisms in the shared technology solution. 

 

Essentially, the project was undertaken in response to legislative mandate for statewide data 

collection, and expanded beyond that to implement a single software solution to be used by all 

SUs/SDs.  The thinking was that the use of a common system among SUs/SDs would result in 

lower overall costs over time while still meeting the requirements of the UCOA legislation. 

 

While the rollout of a new IT system is always challenging, this becomes more so when the new 

system is replacing existing systems from different vendors.  While new systems may be 

generally superior to older ones, users normally become comfortable with their current systems, 

and transitioning to a different system can increase workload, cause frustrations, and result in a 

lack of acceptance.  To alleviate these issues extensive training and assistance in making the 

transition is critical.  In the case of SSDDMS, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has had a 

significant effect on the ability of SUs/SDs to make the transition to eFinancePlus.  The 

restrictions on in-person meetings, the additional workload from other factors, and the lack of 

more extensive training from the vendor have had a detrimental effect on deployments. 

 

The documentation examined during the review is listed below.  Those that are publicly 

available on the Internet are hyperlinked; the remainder can be accessed by request through AOE 

and ADS. 

 

a) IT Activity Business Case and Cost Analysis (ABC Form) (08/21/2017) 

b) SSDDMS Procurement Findings and Recommendations (AOE, 2/21/2018) 

c) Independent Review of the Shared School District Data Management System 

(BerryDunn, 2/23/2018) 

d) SSDDMS - FY20 Detailed Legislature Report (AOE, 10/30/2019) 

e) SSDDMS Project Roll Forward Plan (AOE, 2/28/2020) 

f) ADS EPMO FY21 Information Technology Activity Report (ADS, 9/30/2020) 

g) Accountant observations on eFinancePlus (RHRSmith & Company, 10/6/2020) 

h) Kingdom East School District Letter to AOE Secretary regarding eFinancePlus (KESD, 

11/10/2020) 

i) SSDDMS Path Forward  the  (AOE, 11/12/2020) 

j) AOE Response to KESD Letter of 11/10/2020 (AOE, 1/12/2021) 

k) eFinancePlus Systemic Weaknesses (Various SU/SD Business/Finance Directors, 

1/12/2021) 

l) North Country Supervisory Union Letter to AOE Secretary regarding eFinancePlus 

(NCSU, 1/12/2021) 

 

The following excerpt from  Enterprise Project Management Office (EPMO) FY21 

Annual Summary Report provides a description of the SSDDMS project as of late 2020: 

 



 
 

The February 12, 2021 Project Status Report also reported the project as Red (high risk) due to 

concerns about schedule, budget, scope, resources, and risk: 

 





 

In summary, the project is not achieving expectations despite the fact that all initiation, planning, 

procurement, and implementation processes have been carried out properly.  This is primarily 

due to user dissatisfaction with the chosen solution, including the perceived lack of all expected 

functionality and the resulting increase in user workload.  Plans to get the project back on track 

may include implementation delays, negotiations with the vendor for system enhancements and 

better training, and possibly increased funding.  In a worst case scenario the deployment of the 

new system could be abandoned and the entire project started over.  This approach is not 

recommended, since while we must recognize the challenges that the project faces, abandoning 

the implementation of eFinancePlus would simply shift the existing challenges to a different 

system while requiring a new cycle of training, testing, and deployment. 

 

The following sections describe the seven key subject areas that were considered in developing 

this project review and analysis. 



 

2.1 Project Justification 

 

The reasons provided in the various documents available (primarily the IT ABC Form) represent 

sufficient justification for initiating the project.  However, in the case of SSDDMS there are 

multiple drivers that are not necessarily independent of each other.  The initial driver was the 

legislative direction (Act 58 of 2015) which required the Uniform Chart of Accounts (UCOA).  

This direction was then expanded upon to focus on the implementation of a common software 

system among SUs/SDs to meet the UCOA requirement, rather than modifying existing systems 

to export required data.  This was due in part to a recognition that not all existing systems could 

be reconfigured, meaning users would have to find other methods of providing the required data.  

As a result, the justification for the new system was a combination of factors that combine to add 

project complexity. 

 

Summary: A new financial system was not necessarily required to meet the requirements of the 

Uniform Chart of Accounts (UCOA), as existing systems may have been capable of extracting 

the mandated data with additional modifications or manual intervention.  However, in 

consideration of potential long term cost reduction the choice was made to move to a common 

statewide system, and the state has committed to this path. 

 

Keys to success: None; since project execution is underway and systems have been deployed, 

and lack of full justification is no longer a consideration. 

 

2.2 Clarity of Purpose 

 

Clarity of purpose, defined as having a clear, detailed description of success, is strong from the 

standpoint of project management: documentation is clear and specific regarding how the system 

rollout is to be completed. The overall goals are clear, specific, understandable, and well 

documented. 

 

Summary: The project goals are clear, concise, understandable, and well documented.  At the 

same time, it must be recognized that the project goals are not always reflective of the needs and 

expectations of the end users. 

 

Keys to success: A renewed focus on the needs and desired outcomes for the end users is called 

for. Simply deploying the new system on time and on budget, without considering whether it is a 

net gain or loss for the affected organizations and users, is not a guarantee of success. 

 

2.3 Organizational Support 

 

Based on the documentation reviewed and the interviews conducted, organizational support 

appears strong at the Agency level (ADS/AOE).  In addition, SU/SD business managers and 

other staff have been actively coordinating with ADS/AOE on the project for over two years.  

However, in some instances support for the project has dropped off at the level of the SUs/SDs, 

and in at least two instances these organizations have requested that deployment of SSDDMS to 

their units be deferred. 



 

Summary: The SSDDMS project is being supported by both AOE and ADS, and both agencies 

are fully engaged in the project.  While the fact that neither agency is directly involved in the day 

to day use of SSDDMS is a challenge, both agencies are working with the end users to achieve 

project goals. 

 

Keys to success: Continue to monitor the level of end user organizational support, and respond 

accordingly. 

 

2.4 Project Leadership 

 

As with most recent projects, leadership responsibilities are divided between the sponsoring 

agency (AOE) and the implementation/support agency (ADS).  While this is a reasonable 

arrangement when projects are going well, there can be difficulties when obstacles are 

encountered and decisions need to be made.  In the case of SSDDMS, leadership has not always 

responded in a timely manner to project setbacks, and with the added complexity of potential 

legislative action there is not a clear path forward at this time. 

 

Summary: Project leadership is split between two agencies, AOE (as the sponsor) and ADS (as 

the manager).  While this is not unusual in the current organizational structure, in the case of 

SSDDMS where there are significant problems it is critical that there is a single individual that 

is taking the lead on addressing them. 

 

Keys to success: Ensure that the appropriate individual at the sponsoring agency (AOE) takes 

the lead in responding to project challenges. 

 

2.5 Project Management 

 

Project Management (PM) for the SSDDMS project is being performed by ADS staff, and is 

adequate for this project.  All required artifacts have been produced, and accurate status reports 

are generated and distributed in a timely manner. 

 

Summary: Project Management is being performed by ADS personnel that are qualified to 

manage the project. 

 

Keys to success: All participants in Project Management (both project level and oversight) must 

continually review their activities and outputs with the Project Leader, and ensure that they are 

actively contributing to project success. 

 

2.6 Financial Considerations 

 

The SSDDMS project appears to be generally on track financially, however the large number of 

requested enhancements and the possible impact on schedules mean that the overall cost is not 

fully known.  In addition, the remote possibility that the existing SSDDMS solution may be 

abandoned and the procurement process restarted means that the overall project cost could rise 



substantially.  The result is that the actual project cost is unknown at this time, and may be 

significantly more than initial estimates. 

 

Summary: Initial estimates of procurement and maintenance costs were developed, and appear 

to have been appropriate at the time.  However, the rollout delays and addition of enhancements 

to eFinancePLUS system means that costs will likely rise.  At this point actual costs of the 

SSDDMS project must be described as unknown, due to the uncertain path forward. 

 

Keys to success: Continue to monitor project costs, and ensure that any discussions regarding 

possible paths forward consider the potential that project costs could rise significantly. 

 

2.7 Technical Approach 

 

The technical approach for the SSDDMS project is line with best practices: a commercial off-

the-shelf product was selected that is in use in other states, and end users were able to participate 

in product demonstrations and the selection process.  Deployment was done incrementally in 

order to discover problems at small scales before all users converted to the new system.  

However, once rolled out SSDDMS has not met all expectations, and as a result some users are 

requesting that their transition to the new system be delayed.  This could be a result of actual 

system deficiencies, inadequate training, increased workload, preferences for their old systems, 

or some combination of these.  Regardless of cause, the net result is that the new system is not 

currently meeting all expectations, and additional work may be required before the product is 

deemed acceptable. 

 

 

Summary: The technical approach chosen was to deploy an existing, commercially available 

system to the SUs/SDs via a phased rollout.  However, some locations that have installed 

eFinancePLUS have reported that it does not provide all required functionality and requires 

much more work than previous systems.  At this point the state and the vendor are working to 

identify and add required functionality, and the timeline for this effort and the actual results are 

not yet certain. 

 

Keys to success: Continue to work with the vendor and the end users to ensure that product 

functionality meets expectations, while complying with schedules set by the legislature. 
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Three common types of failure for an IT project are: 

 

 The system was never completed (i.e. nothing was built); 

 The system was completed, but did not meet the requirements (i.e. it was built, but 
 work as desired); 

 The system was completed and meets the requirements, but is unsupportable (i.e. it 

works, but is too difficult or expensive to maintain and operate). 

 



At this point SSDDMS falls into the second category: a system has been at least partially 

deployed, but it does not meet appear to meet all of the requirements of the end users. 
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The Shared School District Data Management System (SSDDMS) project is in a difficult 

position.  Despite organizational adherence to standards and processes that should reduce risk in 

a large IT project, the deployed system is not meeting user expectations and is therefore in 

danger of being deemed unsuccessful.  However, the core system is commonly used in other 

states and should be able to meet requirements with additional enhancements and better training.  

My recommendation is that AOE and ADS stay the course, and make every effort to improve 

user acceptance in subsequent rollouts through better training and more focus on meeting user 

requirements (reports, etc.).  While the overall UCOA / SSDDMS goals and schedule have been 

enacted through legislative action, further legislation should not be used to change project 

direction.  The only exception to this should be if AOE/ADS determine that the current project 

deadline is unreasonable, and that a change to the requirements of Act 076 of 2019 is warranted.  

A final recommendation is for AOE/ADS to be responsive to user needs in a timely manner.  The 

fact that the legislature needed to get involved in this situation despite active SU/SD participation 

in the project management indicates that there is a breakdown in communication that should be 

addressed. 

  



AOE/ADS Comments on the 3/5/2021 Project Review 
 

The following comments were provided by the ADS SSDDMS Project Manager on 3/7/2021: 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


