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Education Challenges Design Team
Tuesday, March 23, 2010
	
DRAFT Minutes

Present: Rob Levine, Marilyn Frederick, Ellie McGarry, Carl Mock, Tom O’Brien, John Tague, Bill Talbott, Laurie Hodgden, Stephan Morse, Tom Evslin
DOE Staff: Vaughn Altemus, Brad James, Jill Remick
Other: Jeff Fannon (VTNEA), Jeff Francis (VSA), Nicole Mace (Voices for VT’s Children), Richard Bland, John Nelson (VSBA), Rep. Frank Geier, Rep. Wendy Wilton, Anne Galloway (Vtdigger.org); Susan (? Unable to read)

Agenda
Poll members on whether they agree each item below should be included in the final recommendations and fine-tune each suggestion.
1. Assume admin savings from FY11
2. Non-voluntary redistricting SUs to a limited number of SDs
3. Reduce the number of small schools 
4. Increase Staff/Student ratio
5. General administrative savings through centralizing non-educational functions 
6. Adopt VCSEA special education funding proposal.

Minutes
Thursday meeting may not be necessary as that is the deadline. This can be waived. The group has narrowed the options of recommendations to the list above and now will weigh in on consensus, majority or no consensus. 

Are there savings overlap? The money saved in consolidation and staff:student ratio would be fewer employees. 80-85 percent of the overall costs are personnel. ANwSU is seeing the changes as a result of years of gradual consolidation which, though hard to measure in dollars, does result in time better spent (doing it once, well, rather than several times not as efficiently). 

Savings realized in changing a supervisory union to a supervisory district are not just personnel. That could save thousands of dollars in each district, plus the amount of money to support each board (preparation, printing). Audits add up to 55-60k dollars a year. Other potential cost savings include E-rate (federal stipend for internet connectivity), special education transportation (saved 35k dollars a year), and cash management. (see handout)

These changes would be met with resistance but the savings add up to real dollars.

There would be costs in the transition and consolidation (different accounting systems, etc.). 

The group discussed the merits and concerns with naming a particular number of supervisory districts which may be met with resistance. Also, are all supervisory unions inherently inefficient? There is tremendous variability in the per pupil costs. (see handout) By reducing the per pupil cost of SUs by $8k, that would bring about only $6.7 million savings, most of which would from the two highest SUs in the state in Chittenden County. How do you identify best practices?

Could the state fund the statewide accounting software or student information system to aid the transition to better systems, especially if the savings reached exceed the requested amount?

The group discussed whether the 40 million dollars in savings can be found in a year in administrative costs, which is the charge. The outcomes outlined are not new and are the goals of the education establishment, and we do have measurements for success (achievement, graduation rate). 

Governance change may not be viable in the Legislature. Consolidation of governance could result in improved outcomes, such as choice, efficiency, educational options. 

Another strategy is attrition. 

Could the VTDOE take the broad recommendations and drill into the data over the next two years? The Commissioner will have to give specific figures at some point on what the savings would be. The VTDOE would need to identify what rules and legislation would need to change to accomplish these.

Not all members agree with the non-voluntary consolidation. Voluntary consolidation has some support. School choice should not be included in this. Small schools are not always cost effective. 

Administrative savings can be significant by reducing the number of entities performing the same duties (SUs, small schools, etc.).

The consolidation would impact different districts and different grade levels in varying degrees. The increased student:staff ratio may have an unintended cost as well, such as increased salary. In some cases staff reductions and changes in governance are due to student enrollment declining. 

Change language to “assume savings in FY2011” (not just administrative).

The Challenges for Change includes the opportunity to take the money saved and invest it in better outcomes. 

Early education, special education up front will bring gains in the long run. 

NCLB and the USDOE is causing schools to be under more pressure and have more work on top of their state duties. Vermont should learn from Maine’s mistake and not do the top down. 

There is current legislation that includes incentives and drives districts to examine the issues. 

The group must set an end date and a goal, including the steps such as strategic attrition, and consider the projections on the property tax rate. Could there be a period of time for voluntary consolidation, then at the end of that period there is a mandatory movement. 

Vilaseca noted that for FY11 the school boards across the state went beyond that requirement. There was disagreement as to what amount if any of that money can be assumed. 

· Assume admin savings from FY11 (MAJORITY, the group cannot affect further savings)
· Non-voluntary redistricting SUs to a limited number of SDs By FY13, there shall be no more than 50 SDs in the state of Vermont, and the commissioner shall be authorized to use half the savings to incentivize the consolidation. 
· Voluntary consolidation of school districts shall occur
· Reduce the number of small schools (MAJORITY)
· Increase Staff/Student ratio*
· General administrative savings through centralizing non-educational functions at SU level (accounting, etc.) (CONSENSUS)
· Adopt VCSEA special education funding proposal (CONSENSUS)

Discussion around voluntary vs. non-voluntary redistricting, that politics and reactions are not part of the assignment; rather if that is the best choice for students and providing more efficient effective systems. Declining enrollment and incentives will encourage redistricting. Giving a timeline (five years to do voluntarily, then it becomes mandatory) might make districts act and examine this with time to make the change. In combination with implementing the same accounting system, student management, special education and human resources systems and so on to enable that alignment. The VTDOE has limited capacity. 

There is a difference between system consolidation and physical consolidation. 

*Let the staff to student ratio be the driving number, and the number of supervisory districts be dependent on that number. Name an end date.

Conclusion: The group discussed some form of a transitional consolidation plan, wherein districts would have 3-5 years to voluntarily consolidate with other districts. At the end of that time, the commissioner would have the authority to implement consolidated district boundaries. There was interest but not complete consensus.

Commissioner Vilaseca concluded that he did have enough information to make recommendations to the Legislature. The group agreed that this would be their last meeting. 

No further meetings were scheduled.

- Meeting Minutes prepared by Jill Remick
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