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The Five District Problem

A Research and Policy Brief for the Governor’s Transformative Education
School Governance Plan

By Daniella Sutherland
Associate Professor of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, University of Vermont

In the interest of saving money, improving equality, and improving educational outcomes,
Governor Scott has proposed a Transformative Education Plan. The proposal is multi-faceted plan
intended to change virtually all aspects of Vermont’s education system. 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.

This research and policy brief specifically addresses the School Governance Proposal, which

proposes consolidating Vermont’s 52 Supervisory Unions into 5 regional districts. The purpose of
this brief is to review the elements of the Governance Proposal using empirical research, to ensure
proposed reforms are educationally, organizationally, and economically sound.

The brief focuses on four problems with the School Governance Proposal:

1. School Closure: The plan will require schools to close but provides no guidance on how
schools will be identified or how affected communities will be supported through school
closure.

2. Education Costs: The plan is highly unlikely to produce estimated cost savings, because
consolidation will increase transportation costs, increase personnel costs, and increased
infrastructure costs.

3. School Choice: School choice combined with consolidation increases educational
expenses and decreases educational efficiencies.

4. Local Control: The proposed regional school boards, paired with school advisory boards,
will decrease representation and local control, increase conflict and confusion for schools,
and may increase outside influence in elections.

Each of these potential problems are summarized using empirical research conducted in Vermont,
or directly transferable to Vermont’s unique educational context. The brief also includes hyperlinks
to white papers, policy briefs, government documents, and news articles to further explain each
issue. It concludes with recommendations to improve the Governor’s Transformative Education
Plan to ensure reforms are truly beneficial for students, schools, and communities.
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1. SCHOOL CLOSURE
Governor Scott’s Transformative Education Plan will close schools across the state.

The primary path to cost savings in the Governor’s plan is to close multiple schools across the
state, and firing teachers, custodians, classroom aids, and administrators. This is because the
majority of local school budgets go to employee salaries and health insurance. As explained by

Lamoille South Superintendent Ryan Heraty: “Personnel costs represent 70-80 percent of most
school budgets. This plan's $180 million savings can only be achieved by firing hundreds of
teachers, closing schools, and slashing student services.” The scale of school closures and the
resulting personnel layoffs will add financial stress on families and communities across the state.

However, the Governor’s Plan does not offer guidance or support for school closures.

It is troubling that the Governor’s proposal does not address the process of school closure. The
plan lacks guidance on either how schools will be identified for closure, or how the closures will

be conducted that minimize student and community disruption. School closures conducted without

purposeful community engagement can have long-term negative educational, social, and economic
impacts for the region (Howley et al., 2011; Tieken & Auldridge-Reveles, 2019; Tieken, 2017).
Any reform plan built on school closures must include guidance on how to close schools well, with
community input, and clear planning on the part of the State.

2. EDUCATION COSTS
The Governor’s Plan is highly unlikely to save money, even with extensive school closures.

There is over 100 years of research on the outcomes of school and district consolidation, yet there

is no empirical consensus that consolidation results in reduced educational costs in rural areas
(Howley et al., 2011). In Vermont, where 71% of our schools are rural, this research should not be
taken lightly. In rural contexts, projected savings are offset by increased transportation costs
(Collins, 2019; Killeen & Sipple, 2000), staff salaries (Fairman & Donis-Keller, 2012), and
infrastructure needs (Duncombe & Yinger, 2007).

Transportation costs significantly more in consolidated rural districts.

Consolidating rural schools rarely saves money because of how difficult and expensive it is to
transport students across big districts (Collins, 2019; Killeen & Sipple, 2000). Students and
families must be able to get to school in a safe and reasonable length of time. Larger county-based
districts, like the Governor proposes, are common in southern states like Florida, Georgia, and the
Carolinas. These districts are typically flat, well-populated, and have robust transportation
systems, making it fast and easy to travel between schools. Vermont is a rural mountainous state
marked by severe weather (i.e., flooding, mud, ice, and snow) and few multi-lane roads all of
which significantly impacts travel for district leaders (McHenry-Sorber & Sutherland, 2020).
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Further, the plan exacerbates transportation costs by closing 92% of education central offices
statewide. The entire state will have only 5 central offices for educational services. There is no
research that supports significant reduction in access to school district central offices. This is
because central offices are essential to improve educational outcomes for students (see, for

example, Johnson & Chrispeels, 2010), and they provide necessary specialized educational

services as required by Federal and State law. Reducing the number of school districts moves
necessary educational resources farther away from the communities that need them. This is why
the state has multiple offices for everything from the DMV to courthouses: people need to be able
to reach essential services. By drastically reducing central offices statewide, the Governor’s plan
decreases efficiencies, while adding significant transportation costs to education budgets.

The Governor’s Proposal does increase transportation funding. However, the proposal does not

include a detailed, state-specific breakdown of projected costs that accounts for Vermont’s unique
landscape. The plan will need to account for geographic distance, terrain, and navigation for harsh

weather conditions, including the increasingly common road closures due to flooding.
Personnel costs will increase in consolidated districts.

The consolidated districts will need to level teacher and staff salaries across newly consolidated
region. Educator, Support Staff, and Administrator salaries are determined by union-negotiations
with each operating district. As a result, Vermont has a wide range of teacher salaries. The salaries
will need to be consistent across each region. The outcome is well-documented: educator salaries

increase in lower-paying districts to match the salaries of higher-paying districts (Fairman &

Donis-Keller, 2012). Educator salaries also do not include the cost of health insurance, which has

continued to dramatically climb over the past three years.

While the cost-savings of consolidation do not bear out when considering personnel costs, there
are significant benefits to increasing and stabilizing educator salaries across the state (Nguyen et

al., 2023). Presently, lower-paying districts must compete with higher-paying districts to recruit
and retain qualified educators. Research suggests that raising teacher salaries should be a priority
to stabilize our educator workforce and reduce costs of recruiting and retaining teachers over time
(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; Ingersoll & Tran, 2023; Sorensen & Ladd, 2020;
Sun et al., 2024).

Infrastructure costs increase in consolidated districts.

In consolidated districts, researchers have found spending on infrastructure and delayed

maintenance increased, eliminating projected cost-savings from consolidation (Duncombe &

Yinger, 2007). Proposed regional district offices will have significantly higher staffing than current

levels, and will require expanded office space appropriate for a range of workers. Combined
schools will need to retrofit space for new student populations. Vermont’s educational facilities are
already in dire need of repairs. In 2024, a state school facilities assessment “estimated Vermont’s

schools will need more than $6.3 billion just to fund in-kind replacements in the next 21 years, a
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number widely considered a significant underestimate,” (Weinstein, 2024). Any proposed policy
will need to account for the extensive infrastructure needs, both short and long-term.

3. SCHOOL CHOICE
School choice increases education costs in consolidated districts.

When consolidation occurs in areas with school choice, researchers find that educational
inefficiencies increase, and cost-savings are largely eliminated (Gronberg et al., 2015; Karakaplan

& Kutlu, 2019). Concerns emerge that educational cost savings estimates, such as those provided
for Governor Scott’s proposal, fail to account for the impact of school choice and competition.
“Ignoring the potential efficiency implications could lead to a seriously misleading assessment of
the benefits of any consolidation or deconsolidation proposal,” (Gronberg et al., 2015, p. 597).!

4. LOCAL CONTROL

The Governor’s Plan to create S regional districts will decrease access, equity, and efficiencies
for educational oversight.

The Governor’s Education Plan recommends each regional district will be guided by an elected,
part-time school board. The plan unfortunately has several serious problems that will be introduced
by the regional governance.

Small regional school boards will eliminate almost all local representation.

Each regional board will include 5 members (except Champlain Valley, which may have 7 board
members). The proposed change would cut the total number of school board members by 97.3%

percent, from 900 board members to 25 statewide. For comparison, Vermont’s House of
Representatives has 150 members.

School board trustees are elected to serve all community members, not just students (Sutherland,

2022). With such a significant decrease in elected school board members, residents will lose
representation. Small and rural communities like Brighton, Walden, and Newbury will be most
significantly affected, but so too will larger towns like Vergennes, Dover, and Northfield. The
overwhelming majority of Vermont towns will not have a school board member representing their

"Note: There is robust research on the negative academic, social, and economic impacts of school choice.
For those interested in learning more, please see the work of Dr. Matthew McCluskey, Assistant Professor

of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at the University of Vermont. Dr. McCluskey is an expert in

school choice and privatization and is well-positioned to discuss the limitations of choice for Vermont.
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communities in these new districts. This has serious consequences for everything from school

funding to school closures, and it will end local governance of public education.

The shift to regional school boards will increase competitive political elections.

Competitive board elections are not necessarily bad; however, they do result in two unintended
consequences. First, boards become less representative of the diversity of communities (Sampson,
2024; Sampson & Diem, 2022). This is because competitive elections require significant time,

resources, and connections for candidates to be considered. Historically underrepresented groups

are less able to campaign on a regional level, as opposed to our current system of using Front Porch
Forum or Town Meeting to declare candidacy.

Second, and perhaps most important to the social fabric of Vermont, competitive board elections

are a major source for external and special-interest funding (DeBray et al., 2020; Henig et al.,
2019; Reckhow et al., 2017). The infusion of external funding in school board elections has

dramatically increased over the past five vyears, with major political consequences for

communities. Contested school board elections often destabilize districts and push established

superintendents out (Sutherland et al., 2023). In other words, competitive school board elections
undermine local democratic engagement and educational efficiencies.

Proposed “School Advisory Boards” are likely to significantly complicate educational
oversight.

It is well-known that Vermonters are deeply protective of local control, especially for their

[3

community schools. The Governor’s Plan proposes “school advisory boards™ for community

governance as a form of local control. If this sounds familiar, it is because many Vermont
communities had their own town-based school boards before Act 46 consolidation, within multi-

district unions. The Governor’s Plan has not detailed what responsibilities are delegated to school
advisory board trustees. However, research in Vermont and South Carolina suggests it is extremely
unlikely advisory board trustees will agree to follow delegated roles (Sutherland 2022; Sutherland
et al., 2023). Rural advisory boards that are geographically distant from central offices are more
likely to take on educational governance out of necessity and out of commitment to local control
of education (Hall & McHenry-Sorber, 2017; Sutherland, 2023). Rather than having one efficient,
streamlined central office, findings from prior research strongly suggest the Governor’s Plan
would instead complicate governance, resulting in competing interests with little actual oversight.

Recommendations

Substantive educational change requires significant, collaborative work across stakeholders. The
Governor’s plan can only be the start of the essential work to improve Vermont’s educational
system. The current version has multiple, significant problems that will worsen Vermont’s
educational and economic outcomes.
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This is not to suggest our current educational system is fine as is, however. Vermont’s education
governance system is clearly in need of reform. Statewide, districts are struggling to find and retain
superintendents, teachers, and special education providers as educators are tasked with doing more

with less. Declining enrollment is taking a toll on some schools, and their communities need expert

guidance on when and how to close schools well. Still other rural schools are thriving with

community-centered educational partnerships, and they deserve continued support from the state,

regardless of their size or location. While we cannot afford to implement the Governor’s education

plan in the current form, we also cannot afford to continue without improving our educational
system.

The following recommendations are therefore offered to ensure any changes to education
governance are empirically sound and are highly likely to produce positive results.

1. Collaborate with the Commission on the Future of Public Education and others to
address and remediate problems with the Plan

The Governor’s team “got over their skis” with this proposal, and bypassed the essential

work underway by the Commission on the Future of Public Education in Vermont. Many

of the problems in the plan could have been avoided by taking the time to collaborate with
Commission, as the members have substantial and wide-ranging expertise. The

Commission must be central in developing (or remediating) major educational reforms to
ensure proposed elements work as intended.

Further, the Commission and the Governor’s Team would benefit from working with
educational, economic, and legal specialists in Vermont. Transformational educational
reforms must be research-based and stress-tested before they are set into law, which
requires bringing experts together and ensuring they have the time to complete necessary

analysis (for more, see Bryk et al., 2014). There are multiple organizations that have the
capacity, resources, and expertise to collaboratively design and refine educational reforms,
such as VREC, VISA, VSBA, VI-NEA, UVM and VCS, to name a few. We cannot afford
to roll out underdeveloped education policy statewide. The Governor’s team must work

transparently and collaboratively with Vermont’s educational, economic, and policy
experts, and take the necessary time to ensure we get this work right.

2. Transform the Agency of Education to a nonpartisan, fully-resourced Department of
Education.

Although the five regional districts will not produce cost savings or efficiencies projected
by the Governor’s Plan, the AOE can provide similar resources and benefits for local
educational agencies. The Governor’s plan proposes significant expansion of the work and
responsibilities of the Agency of Education. Yet, as members of the State Board of
Education have noted, the AOE lacks both the needed resources and capacity for that level
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of leadership. Because the AOE operates as an arm of the Governor’s Office, policymakers
and educational leaders are reluctant to empower what has become a partisan agency.

Vermont would be well served to return the Agency of Education to its roots as a
nonpartisan department, led by a commissioner appointed by the State Board of Education.
Second, the Agency needs to be appropriately and adequately funded to effectively and
efficiently serve as the state’s centralized hub for education. There are exceptional
professionals working in the AOE, yet they lack the support, and the resources required to
carry out their work state-wide. Investing in a nonpartisan AOE would increasing staffing,
ensuring employees have competitive professional salaries, and supporting infrastructure
so that the AOE can collect accurate, comprehensive data on our education system to make
data-informed decisions. Empowering the Agency of Education to be the nonpartisan
educational experts for the state would, in turn, reduce many of the cost redundancies that
currently plague Vermont districts.

3. Prioritize Solutions for the Rising Cost of Health Care in Vermont
We are in a fiscal crisis in Vermont, and improving our education system is going to take
some time. Meanwhile, the cost of health care in Vermont is affecting all residents,

significantly contributing not only to the shared cost of living, but also to the cost of Early

Childhood, K-12, and higher education statewide. To be clear, addressing health care costs
are not the responsibility of the Secretary of Education, or the AOE itself.

Instead, health care costs are a major component of rising costs to taxpayers that the

Governor seeks to address. If the intent is truly to ensure economic relief for all Vermonters,

the Governor’s Office needs to prioritize remediating the significant, persistent increases

in health care in addition to education reform.

4. Provide Rural Communities with Resources to Identify If, When, and How to “Close
Schools Well”

Vermonters can be deeply protective of our local community schools. Efforts to

consolidate, merge, or close schools have been met with significant opposition. The battles

over school closure have long-lasting negative social and economic effects on

communities, even when the schools stay open. A non-partisan AOE can provide

consultations, resources, and expert guidance to help communities assess if a school needs

to be closed and how to do so in an equitable, responsible, and community-centered way.

No one likes hearing that their plans aren’t perfect. However, Governor Scott and his team must
“have the courage to do the tough work and be brave together” to ensure the educational reforms

work as intended. They need to work collaboratively and transparently with the wide range of
educational and economic experts in Vermont to make sure the Governor’s plan improves
education statewide. Vermont’s children, families, and communities deserve nothing less.
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