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Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today. We are here to share EWSD’s 
experience in establishing a therapeutic program within our District to meet the growing needs 
of our students on Individualized Education Programs (IEPs), and how this approach has not 
only improved the experience for our students but has also proven fiscally responsible. 

Over the past several years, access to outside therapeutic education programs has steadily 
declined. Several of these programs have closed, and the remaining ones are operating at or 
beyond capacity. As a result, districts across Vermont have faced growing challenges in finding 
appropriate placements for students with significant emotional and behavioral needs as well as 
students with multiple and complex disabilities. When these outside placements are unavailable, 
we are confronted with the troubling reality that some of our most vulnerable students may go 
without the intensive services they require to succeed in a timely or coherent manner. 

Recognizing both the shortage of therapeutic placement options and the unsustainable costs 
associated with some outside programs, EWSD decided to launch its own district-based 
therapeutic program in fiscal year 2024. This initiative was designed not only to meet the 
immediate needs of our students but also to ensure long-term sustainability and stability within 
our district. 

The results have been positive and we are looking to expand the program in fiscal year 2026. 

By creating our own therapeutic program, we have been able to serve students who previously 
had no or limited access to an outside placement. These are students who might otherwise 
have seen their educational and emotional needs go unmet. Additionally, we have successfully 
transitioned several EWSD students who were in high-cost outside placements back into our 
district. This allows them to remain connected to their home community, their peers, and their 
families—factors that are critical to long-term success. 

From a financial standpoint, the overall cost of maintaining a therapeutic program within the 
district is lower than the overall expenses associated with out-of-district placements. This model 



allows us to stretch limited special education resources further while maintaining a high 
standard of care and support for our students. 

Most importantly, our internal therapeutic program offers continuity, consistency, and a deep 
sense of belonging for the students we serve. Our educators, counselors, and support staff are 
better positioned to build strong, trusting relationships with students and their families. The 
program fosters collaboration and innovation in ways that are difficult to replicate when services 
are fragmented across multiple agencies and locations.  Housing programs within our district 
also provide more opportunities to implement gradual transition plans and support the 
integration into more inclusive settings within our schools.  

As the state continues to grapple with the challenges of supporting students with complex 
needs, We encourage you to consider the value of investing in district-based therapeutic 
programs. Our experience in Essex Westford demonstrates that with thoughtful planning and 
adequate support, schools can be both cost-effective and deeply responsive to the needs of all 
students. 

Thank you for your time and attention. We are happy to answer any questions you may have. 

 

 


