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While State legislators continue to wrestle about how to cut costs in Vermont's schools, voters in the five towns of the Addison Northwest Supervisory Union delivered a message on Town Meeting Day about taking a positive step in a time of fiscal uncertainty. 
 

Rather than wait for a mandate to pass in Montpelier, local school board members looked at declining enrollments, rising costs, and duplicating services and decided to act on their own.

 

With Tuesday's vote, the towns have now voted to act as a single community to run their schools. The towns – Vergennes, Ferrisburgh, Panton, Addison and Waltham – serve about 1,200 students, with a budget of about $18 million per year. Including these five town school districts, a middle school-high school union district, a union elementary school district, and the supervisory union board, there used to be eight school boards running the schools. Now there will be one 12-member board supervising the educational services for about 1,200 students in the supervisory union. 

 

Well, what a change that will be. Administrators at Addison Northwest have had to contend with the following:

 

Eight monthly board meetings;

Eight budgets;

Eight budget publications;

Four food services;

Five facility managers;

Six transportation service contracts;

Eight audits;

Eight payroll accounts;

Five school district treasurers;

Eight school district accounts payable; and

Five professional seniority lists. 

 

Besides streamlining the business management of a school system, unified supervisory unions are better able:

· to align the curriculum with school action plans and state goals;

· to implement curriculum consistently across schools;

· to devote more time to instructional leadership; and

· to more easily share staff or assign personnel where they are most needed and useful.

 

One teacher in a different supervisory union told me that the middle school math program was hampered by the fact that the “sending” K-5 schools in the area all had different math programs so that it took extra time to get the sixth-graders reasonably up to speed with their peers each year. A unified union district wouldn't have this problem. The survey my office did last fall on sharing services among schools revealed one key fact: Many initiatives to save money or provide better services fail because agreement can't be reached at every board level, and after awhile, administrators stop trying.

 

Nobody is expecting Addison Northwest's unified union district to save tons of money immediately but by improving the efficiency of decision making, making better use of existing facilities and staff, and reducing duplication of purchasing, reports, policies and audits, it seems reasonable to expect real financial savings to accrue over the years.

 

This is the first time in many years that a multi-board area has voted to move to a single governing unit. Addison Northwest is one of 48 multi-board supervisory unions in Vermont; there are 12 unified unions – such as Colchester, South Burlington, and Montpelier, where one board governs all the schools, and three independent technical centers. 
 

As the State school leaders face up to declining enrollments, rising costs of employee health benefits, special education, and many school services, they should take a close look at the Addison Northwest example. 
 

With our 280 school districts, 310 public schools, 15 technical education centers, 63 supervisory unions, and over 1,400 school board members serving about 93,000 students, more and more people understand that improving the efficiency of governance is part of the answer to control costs and to deliver more quality, cost-effective educational services.
 

Hats off to the voters and school board members of Addison Northwest. A lot of people will be watching your progress, and I hope, following in your footsteps.
 

________________
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