
Remarks by Victoria Jette, chair, before ACSD Facilities Committee Meeting 3-10-20 
 
Before we begin the presentation by TruexCullins, I would like to address the ACSD community. 
Thank you for being here.  We know that the development of the FMP is important to you and 
appreciate your participation.  We are also videotaping this meeting so those who are unable to 
attend have the opportunity to see and hear the presentation.  Some of what I am about to say was 
shared at the Ripton Town Meeting on March 2 by Amy McGlashan.  I feel it is important and worth 
repeating here before we get started. 
 
We in ACSD are facing significant stresses in a number of areas, and we are not alone. 
 
We are experiencing significant declines in enrollment. In ACSD we have lost 100 students over the 
last two years, and project continued losses for the foreseeable future.  On the whole, we are 
educating 10,000 fewer students in Vermont than we were ten years ago (and 20,000 fewer than 20 
years ago) and are projected to drop another 7,000 by 2026.  
 
Of our 7 elementary schools, six have fewer than 100 students. When sixth grade moves to MUMS 
in the fall of 2021, 5 of the 6 small schools will be under 75 students (2 under 50). The huge 
discrepancy between our small and one large school makes our enrollment and other challenges 
unique compared to other Vermont districts. 
 
While costs in other states are going down as enrollments decline, in Vermont the costs per pupil 
continue to rise. Education Week reported in June 2019 that, at close to $19,000, Vermont has 4th 
highest per-pupil expenditures in the nation, more than 50% higher than the national average. Yet 
Vermont is twenty-fifth in per capita income in the US, and ranks 49th in Economic Outlook and 31st 
in Economic Performance. In other words, the states who spend more than we do (NY, CT, NJ), all 
have much more robust economies and rosier economic projections than we do in Vermont. 
 
For many people in Vermont the tax burden far exceeds what their incomes would have to bear in 
most any other state. Vermont is one of the most expensive states to live in.  
 
As our enrollment continues to drop, our per pupil costs continue to rise, and those costs drive tax 
rates up. In ACSD our per pupil expenditure hit $18,855 this year, a 7.76% increase, without 
changing any programs. Because of certain waivers, we were able to squeak under the threshold set 
by the state ($18,311). We barely missed the tax penalty for exceeding the state cap on per pupil 
spending this year. Next year, if we change nothing we project that we will exceed the cap by around 
$800,000 and will thus face significant tax penalties. This will yield for example, an almost $500 
increase in taxes on a $300,000 home, and an additional $127 in taxes for a couple whose income is 
$80,000. 
 
In order to stay within the spending boundaries, we continually face the dilemma of cutting 
educational services – most likely in the form of having to reduce by more than 10 FTE each year. 
Part of the challenge is driven by operating so many buildings, each of which has to be adequately 
staffed to provide a quality education. 
 
Our elementary buildings collectively have over $17million dollars worth of deferred maintenance.  I 
have heard this board blamed for their condition.  This Board was not managing those buildings until 
3 years ago.  All of our elementary school boards chose to keep teachers and programming in place 
over needed upgrades and maintenance.  These decisions were made with the best of intentions 
however the work can not be put off forever and it is time to figure out where we need to invest.  
 



Because we can’t afford to fix them all (nor improve them), now is the perfect time to assess, plan 
and invest in the buildings that will best support student learning objectives into the future.  
 
We want to be deliberate in the investigation and planning work to identify the best long-term 
solutions for our students and school community. The FMP represents an effort to look at our school 
district as a single system as a way to address the challenges of declining enrollment, increased per 
pupil costs and building needs, and to maximize our limited resources to provide students with 
optimal learning environments and services.  
 
If we were ignoring all of this and not trying to come up with a long term plan to mitigate the impact 
of these challenges, we would not be doing our job as a public board. 
 
So far we’ve spoken a lot about cost and enrollment numbers and less about how our students are 
doing and what we are doing to set every student up for success. We have a significant achievement 
gap in our district. For example, in the vast majority of our state assessments, there is a significant 
gap – in most cases 2:1 or higher – in proficiency between our not-Free and Reduced Lunch 
students and our Free and Reduced Lunch students. This is particularly profound at the elementary 
level. 
 
We cannot begin to close that gap as we are currently structured. Keeping 6 schools open simply 
doesn’t allow for us to begin to offer the breadth of quality programming and services for the small 
number of students in each of our elementary buildings. It is increasingly difficult to budget for equity 
across schools and contexts, especially regarding the equitable distribution of behavior specialists, 
speech language pathologists, and special educators. Using itinerant educators and specialists, 
particularly for special education and behavior intervention, poses huge service delivery challenges, 
not to mention recruitment and retention of quality staff. 
 
ACSD has a design team with educators from across the district that is working on a district-wide 
approach to Social and Emotional Learning.  Their aim is to develop a unified and coordinated 
system of services focused on the success of all students, which we see as critical to support our 
mission of IB for All. 
 
In order to support the needs of all students, these systems must leverage best practice, high levels 
of coordination and collaboration, and staffing models that provide a framework that focuses 
expertise and support where it is needed. Last year alone, we saw a 10% increase in the number of 
students identified as eligible for special education while also seeing a decrease in our overall 
population. 
 
In other words, not only is operating six schools with fewer than 100 students no longer sustainable, 
it isn’t meeting the needs of all of our kids and isn’t the model we need in order to truly make up this 
achievement gap and achieve our mission of IB for all. 
 
What we hope and believe, is that what we WILL be able to do will far outweigh what we will be 
giving up. We aim to align our investment in facilities with the ACSD Board’s vision for equity of 
access so all students can become principled, knowledgeable and caring citizens. 
 
The ACSD Board’s vision is to provide for all of our students the learning environments and 
resources they need to succeed. In addition, we aim to provide optimum classroom sizes that 
exposes and engages our students with the range of diversity that makes up our district; inviting and 
healthy learning spaces; and a broad selection of opportunities during the school day and after. 
 
 



Process so Far 
 
In June of 2016 we began as a district to look at grade configuration because questions arose from 
our educators about where 6th grade should reside in our IB schools.  The Grade configuration 
study included a SuperINtendent listening tour, two surveys and three regional community forums. 
Ultimately, it was decided the right thing to do was to move the 6th grade but that the timing was to 
be decided later as we had just unified governance and wanted to have the move coincide with the 
beginning of a comprehensive look at facilities district wide.  In July of 2017 we conducted an initial 
Facility Conditions Assessment. 
 
During the 2017/2018 school year we developed the FMP process. And in June of 2018 formed the 
FMP Steering Committee made up of local community members, parents, teachers and 
administrators.  This group was integral in creating and conducting three community dialogues, 
putting together a community survey and filtering through the many, many emails collected.  We 
reviewed initial community data and began to draft recommendations.  With the help of a 
moderator/consultant we conducted 3 community dialogue meetings focused on potential school 
configurations.  Collected community feedback.  In September of 2019 the Board felt that a smaller 
group would be better able to handle the workload and simplify working with a consultant to conduct 
an Elementary School study so the Facilities Committee was formed. We extended the initial 
timeline and hired TruExCullins, an architecture firm that specializes in school plans, to conduct an 
elementary school study looking at the actual work that would need to be done to our schools to 
bring them up to code, their capacity and usage and how well they support our academic 
programming in addition to their deficiencies and advantages in regards to developing into a larger 
school.  As a whole Board, we developed guiding principles to frame this work and took action to 
move the 6th grade to MUMS by fall of 2021. 
 
This Fall we extended the timeline again to allow for further community engagement beginning with 
community meetings at each of our elementary schools.  We hosted a community presentation on 
1/27th to communicate the findings of the Elementary Schools Study.  Since then we have been 
assisting TruEx in developing configuration options. 
 
Brings us to today.  Before David takes over, I’d like to frame what you are about to see and hear in 
the context of where we are in creating the consolidation proposals.  If the finished plan is a three 
legged stool, each leg represents data from a different analysis: facilities, operations and education. 
Tonight you are seeing the stool with only one leg.  The plans are from a facilities standpoint.  David 
will speak more to this but I mention it as a reminder of where we are in time.  And that there is still 
much work to be done as we analyze options from an operational and educational standpoint. 
 
Process Going Forward 
 
In the coming weeks, we are planning on creating a comprehensive survey for all residents to weigh 
in on what is important to them while considering consolidation. In addition, we will be hosting a 
community forum which we are in the process of designing.  
 
The Board is seeing this presentation on the consolidation scenarios for the first time tonight. After 
David’s presentation, we will have a Board discussion.  Following that, there will be some time for 
clarifying questions from the community.  I ask that these be questions, related to the work that is 
being presented tonight.  If you have other questions and/or things you would like us to consider 
moving forward, please either send an email to grandchallenge@acsdvt.org or write down your 
questions and or comments and leave them in the box provided as you leave. 
 
Without further ado. David. 
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