S. 100 Testimony Points
House Education
Universal Meals

3/23/22

Testimony Notes:

1. VPA fully understands the importance of school meals and the positive impact this has
on students physical, social, emotional, and academic well-being.

2. VPA ssigned on to a letter with our two principal national affiliate groups asking the U.S.
Congress to provide free universal meals for breakfast and lunch to all students in
schools receiving public funds.

a. Unfortunately, this provision did not make it through the appropriations process
so the federal relief that we have had the last couple of years appears to be
disappearing.

3. We noticed in the testimony from Maine that Maine has enacted a law providing free
breakfast and lunch. We also noted that the funds necessary for this in Maine come
from their General Fund. Additionally, we noticed that advocates for adding free lunch
at the beginning of the next school year almost to a person have requested that come
from the Education Fund. When we increase the education fund absent a non-property
tax revenue source, we are increasing property taxes for Vermonters. We are also
opening ourselves up to the same old rhetoric that Vermont spends too much money
per pupil on public education; and if this is true, perhaps it is because we keep adding
items to the Education Fund that are of greater societal interest and should be paid for
out of the General Fund. People seem to see the Education Fund as this great nebulous
fund to just keep adding things to. The problem with that is that schools are then beat
up with comments of spending too much:

a. Need mental health counselors in schools, hire them as employees and pay for it
out of the Ed. Fund.

b. Concerned about Lead in schools, let local school districts pay for it ... again a
draw on the Ed. fund.

c. PCB’s with the potential of tens and perhaps hundreds of millions of dollars that
will be needed for mitigation ... right now there is no plan but it is looking more
and more like this is an going to be an Ed. Fund issue

d. Early childhood care not in schools, require the daycare to have rules not nearly
as stringent as public schools, give each parent a stipend for early childhood



education of 10 hours a week paid for out of the Ed. Fund — for parents without
resources great idea ... but we also pay for those hours for parents that are
financially well resourced, another drag on the Ed. Fund.

4. Several years ago a previous Secretary of Education, Rebecca Holcombe, when she was
Commissioner of Education and allowed latitude as a Commissioner not directly working
for the Administration, estimated, if | remember correctly, that about 77% of education
funds could legitimately be categorized as the responsibility of school districts; while the
other 23% were at least questionable. This doesn’t mean these things are not
important, just that they come at a cost and we should at least be mindful that perhaps
that cost is more aligned with state responsibility as opposed to school district
responsibility.

5. The other day, Don Tinney, President of VT-NEA who | think very highly of was asked
what he would choose if he had to make the choice between free meals for all students
in a school or a much needed literacy teacher. He responded he would choose both.
Unfortunately, school administrators and school boards often don’t have that luxury.
They often have to make hard choices, Any recurring cost to the Ed. Fund will mean
additional strain on that fund that will be felt in schools and will, at least in some cases,
take that decision away from school boards and school administrators. If we are going
to do this, we should look at some additional funding revenue to support the education
fund specifically for this purpose or look at the general fund since this is a general
societal concern at least as much as it is an education concern.

Respectfully submitted,
Jay Nichols



