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Essential Questions
● What are the cost drivers leading to increased spending?

● Is governance change required (or advised) to fix the 
funding system?



How did we 
get here? 

Source: News and Citizen  
March 2024

https://www.vtcng.com/news_and_citizen/news/local_news/morristown-elmore-school-budget-receives-vast-support-on-third-try/article_2542e5ee-1919-11ef-9359-1f0b7252af68.html


Anticipated Education Spending: November 30, 2023

Key Takeaway: The 
implementation of Act 127 and 
the loss of Covid-relief dollars 
aligned with the largest increase 
in education spending in recent 
history.

Reference: Bolio, C. (2023, November 30). Education tax rate letter. 
State of Vermont Department of Taxes.
https://tax.vermont.gov/sites/tax/files/documents/2023%20Educatio
n%20Tax%20Rate%20Letter.pdf   

https://tax.vermont.gov/sites/tax/files/documents/2023%20Education%20Tax%20Rate%20Letter.pdf
https://tax.vermont.gov/sites/tax/files/documents/2023%20Education%20Tax%20Rate%20Letter.pdf


Timeline

2022

Act 127

The new pupil weighting law was 
signed by the governor, 
acknowledging it would increase 
education spending significantly.  

2024

Town Meeting Day 2024

Nearly a third of school district 
budgets failed and taxes rose 
dramatically across the state. 

2018

Act 173

Legislation enacted to address the 
rising costs of special education and 
encourage a preventative approach 
(MTSS). 

2020

Global Pandemic

Schools were disrupted and 
students were required to remain 
home, significantly impacting 
learning and social development.



Changes in Staffing 2020-2024

Increases in education spending from 2020-2024 were related to the 
following:

a. Behavior Support
b. Investments in early education
c. Literacy / Math Intervention
d. Salary increases
e. Community-based Services

Key Takeaway: Spending increases were related to student and community 
needs that were exacerbated by the pandemic. 



Enrollment & Staff Ratio

Key Takeaway: The student population is declining and FTEs are rising. 
A total of 734 FTEs have been added. 



Increases in FTE



Salaries



Teacher

Key Takeaway: The number of Preschool / Pre-K teachers increased 
significantly. Kindergarten, elementary, and secondary teacher numbers 
decreased. 



Support Services

Key takeaway: 
Intervention and 
pandemic-related 
positions accounted 
for the significant 
increase in FTEs. 



Leadership

Key Takeaway: The number of Adult education / CTE Positions 
increased significantly. 



Other

Key Takeaway: Significant positions were dedicated to 
community services. 



Summary of Cost Drivers

- Increases in FTE (Over 700 Positions have been added to the system)
- Preschool 
- Support Services (Behavior, Math, Literacy)
- Community Services (Coordinators, Interpreters, Adult Education)
- Food Service

- Salary Increases ($941M in 2020 to $1.1B in 2024)
- Tax capacity gained through Act 127 and the absorption of one-time 

ESSER funds.
- Health Insurance Premium Increases
- Infrastructure Needs 



Consolidation: What does the 
research say?



Cost of Consolidation - What does the research say? (Gordon & Knight, 2008)

● Consolidation has no effect on 
pupil-teacher ratio, enrollments, or 
dropout rates.

● Overall spending increased as a result of 
consolidation. 

Gordon, N., & Knight, B. (2008). The Effects of School District Consolidation on Educational Cost and Quality. 
Public Finance Review, 36(4), 408-430. https://doi.org/10.1177/1091142107305219 (Original work published 
2008)

"Although we lack detailed quality data on 
student outcomes, these findings suggest an 

absence of efficiency gains from either 
whole-grade sharing or consolidation" (Gordon 

& Knight, 2008).

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epdf/10.1177/1091142107305219
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epdf/10.1177/1091142107305219
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epdf/10.1177/1091142107305219


Cost of Consolidation (National Education Policy Center, 2011)

“Research on the effects of contemporary consolidation suggests that new 
consolidation is likely to result in neither greater efficiency nor better 
instructional outcomes—especially when it results from state policy that 
implements large-scale forced consolidation.”

“Even when consolidation does produce a wider menu of educational 
experiences for students, evidence suggests that large school and district 
size negatively affects desirable academic outcomes.”

“A sizable body of research investigating school size has consistently found 
larger size to be associated with reduced rates of student participation in 
co-curricular and extracurricular activities, more dangerous school 
environments, lower graduation rates, lower achievement levels for 
impoverished students, and larger achievement gaps related to poverty, race, 
and gender.”

Howley, C., Johnson, J., & Petrie, J. (2011). Consolidation of Schools and Districts: What the 
Research Says and What It Means. National education policy center.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED515900.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED515900.pdf


Cost of Consolidation (McGee, Mills, & Goldstein, 2022)

School district consolidation does not 
appear to have had a large measurable 
impact, either positive or negative, on 
students’ math and ELA performance. 
(McGee, Mills, & Goldstein, 2022)

McGee, J. B., Mills, J. N., & Goldstein, J. S. (2022). The Effect of School District Consolidation on Student 
Achievement: Evidence From Arkansas. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 45(3), 482-495. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737221133394 (Original work published 2023)

https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737221133394


How Consolidation Impacts Communities (McGee, Mills, & Goldstein, 2022)

Smith, S. A., & Zimmer, R. (2022). The impacts of school district consolidation on rural communities: Evidence from 
Arkansas reform. Annenberg Brown University EdWorking Paper.

When districts are forced to consolidate, it signals 
the removal of residential amenities leading to loss 
of population and housing values.

● This recent study explores how 
consolidation impacts rural communities. 
○ 13-15% reduction in population
○ Decreased property values
○ Historically marginalized populations 

were disproportionately impacted. 



Cost of Consolidation (Duncombe and Yinger, 2007)

Duncombe, W., & Yinger, J. (2007). Does school district consolidation cut costs?. Education 
Finance and Policy, 2(4), 341-375.

● This study is referenced often and 
reviews New York rural district 
consolidation

● State incentives were used to promote 
voluntary consolidation

● Transportation, labor relations, and 
capital improvement were noted as items 
that offset savings 

We do not find economies of size in capital 
spending. Moreover, we find that consolidation 
results in large adjustment costs in capital 
spending, costs that grow throughout our sample 
period.

https://direct.mit.edu/edfp/article-abstract/2/4/341/10058/Does-School-District-Consolidation-Cut-Costs
https://direct.mit.edu/edfp/article-abstract/2/4/341/10058/Does-School-District-Consolidation-Cut-Costs


Lamoille County: A Case Study



Cost of Leveling Up Contracts

Example: If a new district was created around the Green Mountain Tech Center, it would be composed 
of Lamoille North, Lamoille South, and Orleans South. Most likely, this would result in the leveling up of 
contracts to be equal to the highest paying salary schedule. Below is what that would look like in 
additional costs for teachers only:

Supervisory 
Union

Salary 
(Master’s, 
Step 10)

Difference # of 
Teachers

# of 
Students

FY25 Pupil 
Spending 
LTWADM

FY25 Pupil 
Spending 
LTADM

Cost to Level Up 
(teachers only - excludes 
other staff)

Lamoille 
South

$73,681 - 130  1,519 $14,395 $21,033 -

Lamoille 
North

$64,205 $9,476 204  1,727 $14,589 $24,086 $1,933,104

Orleans 
South

$65,376 $8,305 93  1,031 $14,092 $24,917 $772,365

Total $2,705,469

Key Takeaway: Consolidation will improve teacher pay equity but increase taxes.



Districts Operating at “Scale” 

Key Takeaway: Assumed “Scale” for high schools does not equal efficiency. 



Claims around District Consolidation

1. Lower administrative overhead at the district level, both by reducing the 
number of districts with separate central offices and having districts that 
operate at an efficient scale 

2. Improved staffing efficiencies by being able to share staff across schools 
in a district and achieving evidence-based class sizes 

3. Potential reduced costs in purchasing and centralized service contracts 
and fees 

4. Increased equity between districts in terms of student need and 
community property wealth



Claim #1 - Lower District Overhead

Claim: Consolidating school districts will result in lower administrative 
overhead at the district level, both by reducing the number of districts with 
separate central offices and having districts that operate at an efficient scale.

Reality: Central offices account 5% of the education fund. Creating larger 
districts does not save money. It is a policy lever to close schools and remove 
local control. 



Claim #2 - Improved Staffing Efficiencies

Claim: Consolidation will result in improved staffing efficiencies by being able 
to share staff across schools in a district and achieving evidence-based class 
sizes. 

Reality: The evidence-based model is not appropriate for Vermont. Finding 
staff willing to travel long distances or work across several schools is 
extremely challenging and lowers quality (e.g., shared nurse). Lamoille County 
is 464 square miles. This cannot be compared to an urban area such as Fort 
Lauderdale, Florida which is 38 square miles. 



Claim #3 - Reduced Purchasing Costs

Claim: Consolidation will result in potential reduced costs in purchasing and 
centralized service contracts and fees.

Reality: State-negotiated healthcare has drastically increased the cost of 
insurance across the state. Statewide contracts for student information and 
finance systems can be secured without consolidation. 



Claim #4 - Increased Equity

Claim: Consolidation will produce increased equity between districts in terms of student need and 
community property wealth. 

Reality: Merging districts does not guarantee improved equity; rather it can result in more stress put on 
the most vulnerable students (e.g., additional travel, less after-school options). Research indicates that 
consolidation can result in:

● Increase expenditures (Cox, 2012)
● Lower property values (Brasington, 2004; Smith & Zimmer, 2022)
● Lower average attendance (Jones, Toma & Zimmer, 2008)
● Decrease parent engagement (Duyar & Collins, 2008)
● Add more bureaucracy (Borland & Howsen, 1992; Eberts, 1990;)
● Decrease civic participation (Sell and Leistritz, 1997)
● Declines in student achievement (Cooley & Floyd, 2013)



Key Takeaway: The assumption that 
district consolidation will lead to 
savings is inaccurate. 



Potential Risks

● Community frustration / anger / loss of trust (see Act 46)
● Significant disruption to learning
● Increased tax burden leading to layoffs and school closures
● Less parent/family engagement
● Less civic involvement
● More bureaucracy



What is the solution?

❏ Multi-year plan designed to increase transparency and accountability
❏ A foundation formula that is based on successful schools and utilizes 

professional judgement panels
❏ Protecting taxpayers with predictable increases based on inflation or local 

decision-making



Steps for Stabilization Year 1

● Comprehensive reports issued for each district
○ Spending
○ Student Performance
○ Facilities
○ FTE Ratios / Class Size 
○ Quality Indicators
○ Areas for cost containment

● A non-partisan commission is established to determine the new foundation amount for each 
district. 

● Modeling is conducted for one statewide tax rate that funds the initial foundation amounts. 
● A revenue stream is identified for school construction / consolidation (e.g., cannabis, online 

gambling, short-term rentals, local options tax) 
● Focus on significant cost drivers / obstacles (e.g., healthcare, housing)



Steps for Stabilization Year 2

● The new commission reviews each district and sets a foundation level of 
spending based on current levels of spending, student weights, and 
recommended areas for cost-containment. 

● Districts may be given required actions to maintain funding based on education 
quality standards (e.g., increase class size). 

● Districts plan and create new budgets for FY27 based on a new foundation. 
● Districts vote on any additional funding put forward above the base. The excess 

spending threshold allows this to stay in compliance with the Brigham Decision. 
● Incentives are applied for school consolidation tied to facilities improvements or 

construction. Incentives are targeted at consolidating inefficient schools.



Steps for Stabilization Year 3

● New budgets go into effect
● Inflationary Index is applied for future years.
● Taxes are stabilized
● Districts are provided with appropriate and predictable resources
● School construction incentives support inefficient school districts. 
● Agency of Education focuses on providing robust and transparent data 
● Cycle is established for continued review of foundation budget (e.g., every 

3-5 years)



Important Questions to Answer

● What uniform tax rate would fund a foundation equal to current spending? How will this 
impact current towns?

● Would allowing local options taxes to be used for capital improvements reduce strain on 
the education fund?

● Do Vermonters want district consolidation?



Further Reading - Recent Policy Brief

Sutherland, Daniella Hall, "The Five District Problem: A Research and Policy 
Brief for the Governor's Transformative Education Plan" (2025). College of 
Education and Social Services Faculty Publications. 39.

https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/cessfac/39 

While the rationale to improve education in 
Vermont is sound, the plan’s projected outcomes 
are not supported by quality research. It is 
therefore highly unlikely that the Governor’s 
Transformative Education Plan will reduce 
education costs or strengthen schools and 
communities.

https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/cessfac/39
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Data Resources

AOE FTE Reports

SPED Personnel Shortage Reports: 

Lamoille North Contract: 

Lamoille South Contract: 

Orleans South Contract: 

https://education.vermont.gov/documents/teacher-and-staff-fte-report-fy2020-fy2024
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/192sa2-rv253Fhf8dvvjkK4qsqWEh74aa/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=111197973196829634837&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://resources.finalsite.net/images/v1676565491/lnsuorg/ycndo1dtr28xziehkmeh/LNSU_Teacher_Master_Agreement_FY23-FY25-RATIFIED.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1SVtKE6bKFpU7e444cplCuVmNYzF2_nwX/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/10Jaq10WY6yvb70_qj-GblCEoUwb3cm6R/view

