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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

With a weakened economy, declining public school student enroliment, and decreased
revenues at the state-level, the cost of education is coming under greater scrutiny. This has
prompted many school systems in Vermont to try to identify opportunities for increased
efficiency and effectiveness, such as cost sharing with other public and private organizations.

In April 2010, the Vermont State Auditor’s Office (SAQO) hired MGT of America, Inc. (MGT/audit
team) to audit the delivery of services within the Southwest Vermont Supervisory Union (SVSU).
The audit consisted of 18 tasks, which were divided across three phases in alignment with the
distinct processes and subject matter areas of the audit. The objectives of the audit included
reviews of the SVSU Administration, Human Resources Management, Financial Management
and Purchasing, Food Service, Technology Management, Transportation, Education, and
Special Education programs and services. The SVSU was invited to volunteer for the
performance audit and was generally helpful and cooperative throughout the process. This
report contains more than 60 findings and recommendations for SVSU, which if implemented,
should allow SVSU to save more than $2 million annually.

According to State Auditor Tom Salmon, CPA:

"The genesis for this audit in Bennington occurred after an initial attempt to attain buy-in
from a Supervisory Union in Addison County failed. It was paramount to find a willing
superintendent and business manager to ensure a high degree of cooperation for a
complex process, given that Vermont schools have not experienced an audit of this type.
My deputy and | met with Superintendent McClure on May 6, 2009 in Rutland, shortly
after it was announced that she had been hired as the new superintendent of SVSU, to
begin the process of seeking a participant for an audit that would inform an important
discussion on Vermont's future. It was agreed that improvement to Vermont schools will
not only improve process, but should lead to better student outcomes over time. |
appreciated that the Superintendent was looking for long-term positive change that
would serve future superintendents seeking to improve student outcomes through an
improved education delivery system."

The audit fieldwork, which concluded in July 2010, identified opportunities for increased
efficiency and effectiveness of the SVSU and its member schools. In this section, the audit team
presents a high-level summary of the audit findings and recommendations, as well as the
SVSU’s response to our audit report. The Introduction and Appendix C of the report provides
the audit team’s methodology and work plan and the specific objectives. Appendix B highlights
our commendations for SVSU.

SVSU BACKGROUND

The SVSU is located in the southwest corner of Vermont and is comprised of six independent
school districts, nine schools, and the Central Office/supervisory union (SU). Each district and
the SU are governed by individual school boards responsible for providing leadership,
establishing educational vision, developing performance standards, assessing the achievement
of standards, reporting to the community, and boosting the schools’ climates and cultures.
Three members of each of the six district school boards serve on the SU Board, for a total of 18
Board members. The district school boards have three-to-11 members.
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Executive Summary

The SVSU provides its member school districts the services required by state statutes, including
establishing policy to coordinate curriculum plans, coordinating educational and noneducational
services for member schools as determined by Board vote or creating joint agreements, and
submitting an annual report of financial operations and other financial information to the district
auditor, among other functions. Additionally, the SVSU member school districts have
empowered SVSU to provide bookkeeping, teacher core materials, special education programs
and related services, curriculum development, policy development, and a host of statistical
analysis and related services.

AUDIT RESULTS

Over the past decade, student enrollment has decreased across SVSU, but the number of
schools and administrative staff has remained relatively constant. The member schools continue
to maintain local control through their own board of directors in addition to their shared
administration, board, and superintendent of SVSU. There have been efforts by SVSU to
consolidate schools and programs to increase efficiency and effectiveness. An attempt to change
the school governance structure in the early 1990s was voted down by four of the SVSU districts.
As part of a Student Redistribution Study undertaken in 2006, SVSU explored additional
alternatives that included an elementary school closure and reconfiguring grade levels.

Despite SVSU’s attempts to achieve a unified vision and direction, the audit team found that the
majority of our audit findings derived in whole or in part from the divided structure and
governance of SVSU and the member districts. The Vermont State Statutes, Title 16
(Education), Chapter 7 (Supervisory Unions) establish the state’s legal framework governing
supervisory unions, including the duties of the supervisory union board, joint agreements among
supervisory unions, and audit requirements, among others.

Each SVSU member school district is autonomous according to provisions of the statute. The
SVSU Board does not have policy or procedure domain or authority over the school district
boards, unless the individual school district(s) agree to specific arrangements. As such, except for
areas where the statute requires the supervisory union to supervise/coordinate or provide
services, the individual boards choose to collaborate and cooperate where they deem appropriate.

The seven independent governing boards meet separately to discuss various operational
issues, budgets, and policies. Having so many boards leads to fractured decision-making and
inconsistent guidance for the school district and SVSU staff. For example, three of the six
school district boards agreed to centralize the transportation contract process to obtain better
rates and take advantage of joint purchasing power. One board refused to ratify the decision
and entered into its own contract. One school district does not offer transportation and the other
district was unable to join the contract, without participation from the district that refused.
Without the authority to compel member school districts, decisions may be made at the school-
district level that are not in the best interest of SVSU or its students. Effective boards operate as
policy boards focusing on setting goals, objectives, and targets and by evaluating progress.
Setting a unified strategy that is agreed to by all boards may assist SVSU. The audit team found
that SVSU and its member districts would benefit by seeking authorization to convert to and
become a supervisory district.

Each of the superintendents in a supervisory district works for one school board and is the
educational leader of the school district. The supervisory district boundaries are the same as
those of the school district. Thus, for all intents and purposes, the supervisory district is the
school district. In most supervisory districts, there are multiple schools, each with a principal
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Executive Summary

who serves as the educational leader of the particular school. This type of structure has the
benefit of avoiding the blurred lines of leadership that can often exist in the supervisory union
structure because the individual school boards can override the decisions of the superintendent
of the supervisory union. Reporting and responding to the needs of multiple governing bodies
often makes it difficult for supervisory union superintendents to focus on a comprehensive vision
for the education of all their students.

In 2009, the Vermont School Boards Association (VSBA) Board of Directors approved for
discussion a governance reform proposal. The VSBA stated in the proposal that legislators and
others had begun to question the viability of supervisory unions as they are currently structured.
The VSBA identified several areas that need to be clarified including the supervisory union’s
legal standing to own property and carry out municipal functions; clarifying ambiguity in the
supervisory union statutory responsibilities; and the indirect accountability of the supervisory
unions to the voters and member boards. The VSBA made several recommendations in its
proposal, including the following:

e Supervisory union board duties that were optional for provision of special education,
transportation, financial management, and teacher negotiations, should be made
mandatory.

e Superintendents should be empowered to employ and dismiss all persons who work for
supervisory unions.

e School district boards would hire and dismiss principals, and principals would hire and
dismiss teachers and others who work for individual schools.

The audit team compared SVSU annual costs by category to those of the three supervisory
districts closest in size to SVSU. The audit team found that SVSU'’s per-student expenditures for
administrative and board costs far exceeded those of the supervisory districts. If SVSU
converted to a supervisory district model, it would achieve savings by not duplicating positions,
functions, and costs between the central administrative offices and each school district. The
audit team’s calculations of expected savings for converting to a supervisory district and
matching the average cost for administrative and board costs reported by the three comparable
supervisory districts, show that SVSU may be able to achieve savings exceeding $1.25 million
per year (the difference between $960 and $577 per student). Even if SVSU only decreased
administrative and board costs to the highest per student cost reported by a comparison
supervisory district (Burlington), it would still achieve savings of more than $950,000 per year
(the difference between $960 and $668 per student), if SVSU operated as a supervisory district.

The savings would include savings resulting from eliminating multiple boards and administrative
functions. For example, as reported in Chapter 5 of this report, the audit team estimates that
SVSU could save nearly $250,000 by eliminating six boards, treasurers, and financial audits
and with reductions in paying bills for multiple entities. In addition, our educational expert
recommended adopting the following:

e Eliminate the Assistant Superintendent position—annual savings of $127,550.

¢ Eliminate the Grants Management Director position—annual savings of $91,250.

e Convert from director-level to coordinator-level the After School Programs, Student
Support Services, and Early Education Services directors—annual savings of $40,356.
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Executive Summary

e Eliminate the assistant principal position for elementary schools with fewer than 300
students—annual savings of $94,913.

Ultimately, by converting from a supervisory union to a supervisory district and eliminating
redundant boards and administrative functions or positions, the audit team believes that SVSU
could save between $950,000 and $1,250,000 per year.

Furthermore, this would help achieve savings for SVSU’s Business Office. Because each of the
school districts and SVSU are separate legal entities, SVSU maintains separate budgets and
accounting records. In addition, each entity has its own annual external financial audit and its
own independently elected treasurer who oversees cash balances and provides cash
management. The SVSU could achieve significant savings through the Business Office if the
seven separate schools, school districts, boards, and treasurers were consolidated into one
organization. Consolidation would allow the entities to keep one set of books, to conduct and
pay for only one annual audit, to process one large payroll instead of seven; to prepare for, pay,
and attend meetings for only one board; and to pay and communicate with one treasurer.

Other key findings that the audit team identified largely related to the fragmented governance
structure at SVSU, including the following:

e The SVSU Business Office does not have formal performance measures/metrics to
ensure good customer service and accountability.

¢ Most of the SVSU Board policies are out of date, with an average of almost seven years
since the policies were reported as being updated.

e The SVSU does not have written curriculum and instruction procedures and its
curriculum policies do not address several critical components recommended by
educational experts.

e The SVSU does not uniformly communicate a vision of curriculum and instruction across
the school districts and to all personnel through written goals, objectives, procedures,
time lines, and benchmarks for achievement by individual units.

¢ The SVSU has many effective instructional programs and interventions in the schools.
However, SVSU has not designed a mechanism to systematically examine and
promulgate best practices to principals and staff throughout the supervisory union.

o The SVSU does not provide adequate staff development to general education teachers
regarding differentiated instruction, accommodations, and research-based instructional
strategies.

e The SVSU does not have a strategic plan for its special education services, which is
important because it did not meet special education state performance targets for
graduation rates, dropout rates, assessment proficiency, least restrictive educational
environments, or transition services.

o The SVSU lacks a consistently effective inclusive education model for students with
disabilities. Students with disabilities lag behind their typical peers in academic
performance as measured by state assessments.

e Options for SVSU students with disabilities in planning and implementing transition
services to post-secondary opportunities are limited.
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Executive Summary

e Hiring practices (screening, interviewing, and reference checking) are inconsistent from
site-to-site, and there is no formal training regarding interview and reference check
protocols.

e The SVSU's facilities use and management, including custodial services and
maintenance, are not efficient or cost-effective. Because each of the school districts
separately employs custodial and maintenance staff, there is a lack of overall
supervision, lack of efficiency in ordering and purchasing equipment and materials, and
a lack of planning.

e The SVSU does not have a long-range comprehensive facility master plan to guide
decision-making about facilities that support the educational programs. As a result, some
facilities are under-capacity (such as Mount Anthony Union Middle School), and some
educational services are not provided (for example, prekindergarten).

e The SVSU lacks a formal method of surveying students regarding satisfaction levels of
food service, quality, and choice.

e There are no minimum expectations for technology expertise by new teacher hires, and
there are no requirements for staff development in technology. This lack of technology-
related expectations could create inequities with regard to students’ experiences in the
classroom.

o The SVSU does not centrally coordinate transportation services for all of its member
districts.

e Transportation for students with disabilities is provided by a paraprofessional coordinator
and between eight-to-ten drivers who use their personal vehicles to transport 90 t0100
students. This system is difficult to manage, and carries high liability and insurance risks.

It is important to note however, that implementing many of the recommendations in this report
will be a great challenge given the current structure of SVSU with seven separate entities. In
addition, implementing several of these recommendations under the current structure will be far
more time consuming and costly to develop than if the districts were to consolidate into one
entity. We recommend that the SVSU first consider our recommendation for consolidation and
then consider the best approach for implementing other recommendations.

SUMMARY OF SVSU RESPONSE

The SVSU was unable to provide feedback to the audit team by the final deadline the audit
team had set and in time for us to consider their feedback and to allow them additional time to
review and comment on the report. The audit team gave SVSU three separate opportunities to
review and comment on the draft report between July 21 and October 18, 2010, and met in
person and fielded several calls with SVSU to go over the report. The SVSU was unable to
respond timely or fully to any of the drafts—resulting in the delays in issuing this report. With
each of the drafts, the audit team had encouraged SVSU to begin preparing their formal
response to the recommendations in the report, which remain largely unchanged in each of the
drafts. Therefore, SVSU had ample opportunity—nearly three months—to craft a response to
the report’s recommendations. In any event, SVSU provided only a brief response, stating
“...we are unable to offer comments that are fully responsive at this time.” In addition, SVSU
stated, “After we receive the final report we will submit a formal response to the Performance
Audit.” The SVSU’s complete response can be found in Appendix D. The audit team’s
comments on the SVSU response can be found in Appendix E.
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INTRODUCTION

In April 2010, the Vermont State Auditor’s Office (SAQO) hired MGT of America, Inc. (MGT/audit
team) to audit the delivery of services within the Southwest Vermont Supervisory Union (SVSU).
The scope of the audit included Administration, Human Resources Management, Financial
Management/Purchasing, Food Service, Technology Management, Transportation, Education,
and Special Education. The audit identified opportunities for increased efficiency and
effectiveness of the SVSU and its member schools.

According to State Auditor Tom Salmon, CPA:

"The genesis for this audit in Bennington occurred after an initial attempt to attain buy-in
from a Supervisory Union in Addison County failed. It was paramount to find a willing
superintendent and business manager to insure a high degree of cooperation for a
complex process, given that Vermont schools have not experienced an audit of this type.
My deputy and | met with Superintendent McClure on May 6, 2009 in Rutland, shortly
after it was announced that she had been hired as the new superintendent of SVSU, to
begin the process of seeking a participant for an audit that would inform an important
discussion on Vermont's future. It was agreed that improvement to Vermont schools will
not only improve process, but should lead to better student outcomes over time. |
appreciated that the superintendent was looking for long-term positive change that would
serve future superintendents seeking to improve student outcomes through an improved
education delivery system.

We continued our discussions with the superintendent over the phone and then finally in
person along with her business manager on February 1, 2010. A letter to the
superintendent dated March 4, 2010 set the stage for the project. In that letter, it stated
that "detailed audit procedures and specific areas for review will depend upon planning
meetings with you and your staff.”

MGT personnel met on April 6, 2010 in Bennington with Superintendent McClure and
Business Manager Rick Pembroke to pursue and discuss the potential benefits of this
project of this type, along with details of the audit process and specific areas of review.
We are very grateful for the courage of SVSU as they seek to improve school services
and functions on behalf of Vermont students."”

A. BACKGROUND

A.1l. Vermont’s Supervisory Union Structure

The state of Vermont has a long public education history. In the early 19" Century, the state
school system primarily consisted of common schools, whose districts largely aligned with village
and settlement borders. Over time, the governance and oversight of these schools were
consolidated into town school districts. By the late 19™ Century, concerns over the shortcomings
of local governance led to the state introducing the concept of a “supervisory union,”...to provide
town districts a vehicle by which to share supervisory staff, including a superintendent. In contrast,
school districts that continued self-supervision assumed the title of a “supervisory district.”

The supervisory union and supervisory district structures continue today. As of July 2010,
Vermont had 46 supervisory unions and 13 supervisory districts. Given that participation within
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Introduction

a supervisory union is voluntary and each union determines the scope of its duties and
influence, these organizations often lack uniformity. However, the Vermont Education Statute
Chapter 7, Section 261a outlines several duties of supervisory union boards:

e Set policy to coordinate curriculum plans for member schools.
e Assist member schools with following their curriculum plans.

e Review the compatibility of the union’s curriculum plan with that of other schools outside
of the union that are teaching union students.

o Establish a plan for receiving and disbursing federal and state funds.
e Establish a written policy on teacher professional development.

e Coordinate educational and noneducational services for member schools as determined
by Board vote or creating joint agreements.

¢ Report union financial transactions to the commissioner and State Board.

e For supervisory unions, submit an annual report of financial operations and other
financial information to the district auditor.

o Create a treasury and elect a treasurer for transacting the financial affairs of the union
and any joint operations.

With a weakened economy, declining public school student enroliment, and decreased revenues
at the state-level, the cost of education is coming under greater scrutiny. This has prompted many
school systems to identify opportunities for increased efficiency and effectiveness, such as cost
sharing with other public and private organizations. This audit of SVSU is an outgrowth of the
state’s efforts to ensure its school structure meets the demands of the 21% Century.

A.2. The Southwest Vermont Supervisory Union

The SVSU is located in the southwest corner of Vermont and is comprised of six school
districts, nine schools, and the supervisory union (SU). Each district and the SU are governed
by individual school boards responsible for providing leadership, establishing educational vision,
developing performance standards, assessing the achievement of standards, reporting to the
community, and boosting the schools’ climates and cultures. Three members of each of the six
district school boards serve on the SU Board (representing their independent boards), for a total
of 18 Board members. The district school boards have three-to-11 members.

The six school districts are Bennington, North Bennington, Shaftsbury, Pownal, Woodford, and
Mount Anthony Union School District No. 14 (Middle and High Schools). The Bennington School
District has three kindergarten to grade 5 schools—Bennington Elementary, Molly Stark
Elementary, and Monument Elementary. North Bennington, Shaftsbury, Pownal, and Woodford
School Districts each have a kindergarten to grade 6 elementary school. Mount Anthony Middle
School serves Bennington School District's grades 6 to 8 as well as grades 7 and 8 from North
Bennington, Shaftsbury, Pownal, and Woodford. The Mount Anthony Union School District
successfully passed a Bond issue in 2000 for the building of a new middle school for grades 6
to 8, and the Mount Anthony Middle School was built in 2004. Students from all towns in SVSU
attend Mount Anthony Union High School for grades 9 to 12. Mount Anthony High School
students also have access to the Southwest Vermont Career Development Center located on
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Introduction

the same campus. The Career Development Center is its own Supervisory Union with its own
Superintendent/Principal.

Exhibit I-1 shows the number of schools, grade levels taught, student enroliment, and the
annual budget for each district for FY 2009-10.

EXHIBIT I-1
SVSU MEMBER SCHOOL DISTRICT INFORMATION
FY 2009-10
STUDENTS
DISTRICT SCHOOLS AND GRADE LEVELS | ENROLLED BUDGET BUDGET/PUPIL

Bennington (K-5)
Bennington Molly Stark (K-5) 787 $10,546,410 $13,401

Monument (K-5)
North Bennington (K-6) 140 2,024,724 14,462
Shaftsbury (K-6) 194 2,709,720 13,968
Pownal (K-6) 260 3,532,382 13,586
Woodford (K-6) 32 496,707 15,522

Middle (6-8)

Mount Anthony High (9-12) 1,739 23,994,734 13,798
SVSU None provided 102 N/A N/A
TOTALS: ’ 3,254 ‘ $43,304,677 ‘ $13,308

Source:  State of Vermont Department of Education, 2010 Teacher/Staff Full-Time Equivalency (FTE)
and Salary Report and SVSU 2009-10 budget reports.

In addition to statutorily required services, the SVSU member school districts have empowered
SVSU to provide bookkeeping, teacher core materials, special education programs and related
services, curriculum development, and a host of statistical analysis and related services.

Exhibit 1-2 shows 2009-10 expenditures, net of special education expenditures, in each school
district in the SVSU for the 2009-10 school year. As shown:
e Woodford had the highest expenditure per student with $18,639.
¢ North Bennington, Pownal, and Mount Anthony spent more than $10,000 per student.
e Bennington had the highest enroliment of the Elementary Districts, resulting in the lowest
expenditure per student at $8,196.

EXHIBIT I-2
EXPENDITURES BY DISTRICT WITHIN SVSU (NET OF SPECIAL EDUCATION)
FY 2009-10

PK-12 CURRENT

EXPENDITURES
SCHOOL DISTRICT | GRADES | STUDENT FTE | EXPENDITURES | PER STUDENT FTE

Bennington K-5 854 $6,996,277 $8,196
North Bennington K-6 141 1,504,235 10,698
Shaftsbury K-6 205 1,951,939 9,533
Pownal K-6 248 2,632,571 10,597
Woodford K-6 25 470,828 18,639
Mount Anthony 6-12 1,625 16,750,609 10,306

Source: State of Vermont Department of Education, 2010.
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Exhibit I-3 shows enrollment data, the number of teachers, and the student-to-teacher ratio for
the 2007-08 through 2009-10 school years. Over the three-year period:

e Enrollment decreased.
e Teacher FTE increased.

e Student-to-teacher ratio decreased.

EXHIBIT I-3
ENROLLMENT, NUMBER OF TEACHERS,
AND STUDENT-TO-TEACHER RATIO
2007-08-2009-10 SCHOOL YEARS

TOTAL OVERALL
YEAR | ENROLLMENT | TEACHER FTE | S/T RATIO
2008 3,371 296.11 11.38
2009 3,269 309.19 10.57
2010 3,254 309.12 10.53

Source:  State of Vermont Department of Education, 2008,
2009, and 2010 Teacher/Staff Full-Time Equivalency
(FTE) and Salary Reports.

Exhibit 1-4 shows teacher salaries for the 2007-08 through 2009-10 school years. As shown,

expenditures for teacher/aide salaries and average teacher/aide salaries generally increased
each year.

EXHIBIT I-4
TEACHER SALARIES
2007-08 THROUGH 2009-10 SCHOOL YEARS

AVERAGE TEACHER AVERAGE

TOTAL

TEACHER TEACHER TEACHER TEACHER AIDES TEACHER AIDE
FTE SALARIES SALARY AIDE FTE SALARIES SALARY

2008 314.11° $14,954,023 $47,608.00 173.40 $2,521,600 $14,542.10
2009 309.19 15,595,004 50,438.25 176.26 2,717,925 15,419.98
2010 309.12 16,044,703 51,904.00 159.26 2,594,190 16,289.00

Source: State of Vermont Department of Education, 2008, 2009, and 2010 Teacher/Staff Full-Time Equivalency (FTE)
and Salary Reports.

a Note: This number differs by 18 from Exhibit I-3 due to the inclusion of the Southwest Vermont Career and
Development Center FTE here.

Over the past decade, student enrollment has decreased significantly across the SVSU,
although the number of schools and administrative staff has remained relatively constant. The
member schools continue to maintain local control through their own board of directors in
addition to their shared administration, board, and superintendent of SVSU. As a result, there
have been efforts by SVSU to consolidate schools and programs to increase efficiency and
effectiveness. An attempt to change the school governance structure in the early 1990s was
voted down by four of the SVSU districts. As part of a Student Redistribution Study undertaken
in 2006, SVSU explored additional alternatives that included an elementary school closure and
reconfiguring grade levels.
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B. SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY

The SVSU audit consisted of 18 tasks, which were divided across three phases in alignment
with the distinct processes and subject matter areas of the audit. The specific tasks and their
components are summarized in Appendix C.

C. AUDIT STANDARDS

The audit was conducted in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards
promulgated by the Comptroller General of the United States. These standards pertain to the
auditor’s professional qualifications, the quality of the audit effort, and the characteristics of
professional and meaningful audit reports. Specifically, the audit team followed the general
standards pertaining to qualifications, independence, and due professional care. The audit team
also followed standards for conducting the audit fieldwork and preparing the audit report. By
following these standards, the audit team ensured the independence and objectivity of the audit
staff, the analysis, and the findings and recommendations offered in this report. The audit team
limited its review to those areas specified in the scope section of this report.
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1.0 ADMINISTRATION

This chapter presents the findings and recommendations for the overall administrative
organization of SVSU. The sections of the chapter include:

1.1 Board of Education/Governance Overview
1.2 Policies and Procedures

1.3 Legal Services

1.4 SVSU Organization

1.5 Planning and Accountability

1.1 BOARD OF EDUCATION/GOVERNANCE OVERVIEW

The Vermont State Statutes, Title 16 (Education), Chapter 7 (Supervisory Unions) establishes
the state’s legal framework governing supervisory unions, including SVSU. See Appendix A for
a copy of the statute. This statute establishes key requirements, including the duties of the
supervisory union board, joint agreements among supervisory unions, and audit requirements,
among others.

The SVSU includes six school districts, each with its own Board: Shaftsbury School District (five
board directors); North Bennington School District (five board directors); Pownal School District
(five board directors); Woodford School District (three board directors); Bennington School
District (seven board directors); and Mount Anthony Union High School District (11 board
directors).

The SVSU Board is comprised of 18 members, with three board-elected representatives from
each school district serving on the SVSU Board as required by statute. Each SVSU member
school district is autonomous according to provisions of the statute. The SVSU Board does not
have policy or procedure domain or authority over the school district boards, unless the
individual school district(s) agree to specific arrangements. As such, except for areas where the
statute requires the supervisory union to supervise/coordinate or provide services, the individual
boards choose to collaborate and cooperate where they agree and deem appropriate.

FINDING

The SVSU and the member school districts constitute seven boards, all of which meet
separately to discuss various operational issues, budgets, and policies. Having so many boards
can lead to fractured decision-making and inconsistent guidance for school district and SVSU
staff. As will be discussed later in the transportation chapter, although three of the school district
boards agreed to centralize the transportation contract process to obtain better rates and take
advantage of joint purchasing power, one refused to ratify the decision and entered into its own
contract. Without the authority to compel member school districts, decisions may be made at the
school district level that is not in the best interest of SVSU or its students.

Effective boards operate as policy boards focusing on setting goals, objectives, and targets, and
by evaluating progress by the review of frequent reporting of results. Exhibit 1-1 provides a
summary of concepts from the National School Boards Association’s Key Work of School
Boards Guidebook, published on the Vermont School Boards’ Association (VSBA) Web site, to
illustrate the framework and principles of an effective school board.
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EXHIBIT 1-1
EFFECTIVE SCHOOL BOARDS

The Role of School Board

Today's local board of education is the leader on the front lines of public education. The board is
responsible for putting in place the proper keystones for students to learn and achieve at the
highest level possible. Board members' primary agenda is raising student achievement and
involving the community in the attainment of that goal.

In an effort to help local school boards best fulfill their role, the National School Boards
Association has articulated the Key Work of School Boards, a framework for raising student
achievement through community engagement. It is designed to give school boards concrete
action tools to help them be effective in their roles as community leaders. The framework is based
on the premise that excellence in the classroom begins with excellence in the boardroom.

Vision

The board envisions the community education future and then formulates the goals, defines the
outcomes, and sets the course for its public schools. Vision is not about what we are, but what we
want to be. Vision captures a critical dimension of dynamic systems. For school boards, it is

about where we are going and what kind of school systems we are trying to create now and for
the future.

Closely related to vision is mission. At one level, the mission of an organization is what it is
created to do. In effective organizations, the mission statement also captures and reflects the
core values and beliefs that guide the organization and its members in pursuit of stated aims and
goals.

Standards

Another major component of a systems approach is the establishment of standards for
performance. In order to know whether we are performing in accordance with expectations, we
need to establish specific and clearly delineated standards. Those standards need to be tied in
realistic ways to the expectations of the community.

Assessment

Promoting outstanding student performance based on clearly delineated standards is central to
the key work of school boards. The next step is to determine how well students are doing in
meeting those standards. School boards need information in order to make decisions, not only
about how well they are doing, but also about what may be needed in order to ensure that system
goals will be met.

Accountability

Increasingly, local school districts are being held accountable for what happens to students and
how well they perform on a variety of assessment measures. Local school boards, similarly, are
being held accountable for student performance. Examples are the Act 60 and No Child Left

Behind requirements that schools annually report student performance results to the community.

Alignment

Alignment is another key component of a systems approach to school board leadership. A critical
role of the board is to establish high quality standards and system priorities focused on enhancing
student achievement. The board is responsible for creating the conditions under which excellent
teaching and student performance will take place. The next critical step is to align the
organization by harnessing the system's resources to the achievement of the system's standards
and priorities.

Continued
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Climate and Culture

Climate is an essential aspect of system culture. Climate is a by-product of culture and is
dependent on it. Leading-edge organizations are very conscious of climate because of its
powerful effect on behavior. Effective school boards give priority attention to climate as well,
because it factors importantly in what students and teachers are able to accomplish. Climate also
is a critical determinant of how parents and others in the community view schools.

Collaborative Relationships

Relationships are an important dimension in effective organizations. We know that when
individuals work together effectively, the product of their efforts will almost always be superior to
the efforts of any single individual. In the Information Age, relationships are not just important,
they are critical. The quality of relationships in an organization will largely determine how well that
organization produces.

Continuous Improvement

The board causes the continuous assessment of all conditions affecting education and ensures
that schools are accountable for results in student learning. Boards monitor student achievement,
make program corrections as necessary, keep the public informed of the status of education
programs and progress, and ensure that all functions of the school work together well.

Source:  Vermont School Boards Association Web site “Role of the School Board” adapted from the National
School Boards Association publication Key Work of School Boards Guidebook.

Setting a unified strategy agreed to by all boards may assist SVSU in reconciling some of its
issues of fragmentation. The VSBA publishes a “School Board Self-Assessment Survey” that
board members could use to guide and improve the quality and quantity of SVSU and member
school district board meetings.

RECOMMENDATION 1-1:

The SVSU Board and member district boards should assess their operations and
determine methods to streamline and centralize decision making for consistency,
beginning with a board assessment using tools such as the Vermont School Boards
Association survey.

FISCAL IMPACT

The VSBA provides training and tools on its Web site that the boards could use at no additional
cost.

FINDING

The seven boards in the SVSU schedule overly frequent board meetings, resulting in an
excessive time commitment for the school district Board Directors, staff who must prepare
agendas, meeting minutes, and board packets, and the SVSU, which attempts to have a
representation attend the Board meetings in all of the school districts. During her first six months
at SVSU, the Superintendent made a commitment to try to attend every board meeting to
increase her knowledge and familiarity with each of the districts. In some instances, boards will
meet on the same day, causing scheduling conflicts for the Superintendent and any board
members who may serve on multiple boards—this is especially evident when board meetings
for the SVSU Board coincide with board meetings of one or more of the six schools.

The audit team’s review revealed that during fiscal years 2008-09 and 2009-10, as shown in
Exhibit 1-2 and Exhibit 1-3 below, the SVSU seldom had a week where there were no board
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meetings. In fact, in both years, there were only seven weeks (out of 52 weeks in the year)
when no board meetings occurred. In many instances, school boards met on multiple occasions
during a single month, adding to the board members’, school staff's, and SVSU
Superintendent’s time commitments and work load.
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The frequency of meetings results in extensive time demands placed not only on Board

EXHIBIT 1-3

FY 2009-10 BOARD MEETINGS FOR SVSU BOARDS

Fiscal Year 2009-10
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members but also the SVSU Superintendent, SVSU staff, and principals. Boards need to be
cognizant of the time scheduled meetings require of administrators to prepare for the meetings,
attend the meetings, and follow-up on matters identified at meetings. The SVSU administrators
could use their time more effectively in directing the day-to-day operations of the SVSU and
seeking to improve the outcomes of the students and schools. Board members could better
focus on results, analyzing data, setting policies, and planning while holding the administrators
accountable for administration and results through more structured, but less frequent, meetings.

High performing boards help school districts make improvements by focusing their time and

attention on establishing mission-driven strategies; being results-oriented and holding

management accountable for meeting requirements; building relationships with the school’s
management; and nurturing a culture of inquiry to ensure all voices are heard. The number of
meetings currently held within SVSU reflects an ineffective use of board and staff time and
concentration of activities to maximize value.
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RECOMMENDATION 1-2:
Consider reducing the number of Board meetings.

Scheduling less frequent meetings (every other month) with agendas focused on policy,
planning, results, and accountability would lessen the obligation to meet frequently and help in
making the transition to a policy board. To ensure that the Superintendent or a designee is able
to attend the meetings, the Boards should attempt to coordinate schedules to reduce multiple
meetings on a single date.

FISCAL IMPACT

This recommendation can be implemented at no additional cost to SVSU and can be
implemented with existing staff. Implementing this recommendation will reduce board-related
expenses as well as the burden on the Superintendent, SVSU’s administrative staff, and board
members time.

FINDING

The school district Board members receive stipends for their work, approved annually by voters.
The stipend varies from Board to Board, and ranges between $800 and $1,200 per Board
member. Additionally, some Boards have a stipend paid to the Board’s clerk or an independent
secretary.

In addition to the Board stipends, each school district tracks expenditures related to Board
activities, such as a share of Federal Insurance Compensation Act (FICA) tax, legal services,
advertising, printing, and supplies. Excluding costs tracked under the school board category for
the assessment paid to SVSU, one-time-consultant costs, and contingency funds, the annual
expenditure for Board stipends and costs for the six school districts exceeds $110,000. Exhibit
1-4 details recurring costs from the FY 2009-10 budget by school.

EXHIBIT 1-4
SCHOOL DISTRICT BOARD COMPENSATION 2009-10
‘ BOARD ALL OTHER | TOTAL BOARD
SCHOOL DISTRICT STIPENDS COSTS COSTS
Bennington $8,400 $30,987 $39,387
Mount Anthony Union 8,448 40,607 49,055
North Bennington 5,000 8,169 13,169
Pownal 6,000 8,189 14,189
Shaftsbury 4,000 7,590 11,590
Woodford 3,100 4,637 7,737
TOTAL, FISCAL YEAR 2009-10 | $39,700 | $100,179 | $127,398

Source: The SVSU fiscal year (FY) 2010-11 budget Documents by school, 2010.

In constrained budget times, many boards are electing to reduce or eliminate stipends to better
reserve funds for programs and direct services. Many school board members across the nation
do not receive stipends or eschew accepting the stipend for their public service. Alternatively,
the Boards could consider reducing the stipend to a nominal amount per meeting—for example,
$15 per meeting—to cover the members’ travel to and from the meetings.
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RECOMMENDATION 1-3:

The SVSU and its school district Boards should consider reducing or eliminating the
stipends for Board members and redirect the money to programs and direct services for
the school districts.

Elimination of stipends for Board members would be a small, financial sacrifice and allow those
funds to be redirected to a school district or school need in constrained economic times, such
action by Board directors would send a strong message of public service to their constituency.

FISCAL IMPACT

The school district boards could save $39,700 annually by eliminating stipends. This
recommendation is partially redundant with Recommendations 1-8 and 5-6 where we
recommend consolidating SVSU into one entity, which would eliminate six of the seven boards.

1.2 POLICIES AND PROCEDURES

Policies and procedures ensure that employees are aware of the organization’s goals and
objectives; how these are to be accomplished; and who is responsible for the specific tasks. The
official copy of the SVSU policy manual is located in the Superintendent’s office. The SVSU
policies are also posted on the Web site.

FINDING

Most of the SVSU Board policies appear out of date, with an average of almost seven years
since the policies were apparently last updated. According to the new Superintendent, some of
the policies have been reviewed and updated, but the practice has been not to change the date
on the policies unless revisions were made. Nevertheless, it is clear that some policies are out
of date and that several required and recommended policies do not exist. Without a periodic
review and update of policies, an organization cannot ensure that its policies are aligned with
changes in state or federal laws and regulations, grant requirements, or recommended best
practices.

The SVSU Board Policy #7194 Policy Review and Evaluation states “it is the policy of the
Directors of the SVSU to keep its written policies up-to-date so that they may be used
consistently as a basis for Board Action and administrative decision.” The audit team’s review of
the Community Relations, Administration, Business and Non-Instructional, Personnel, and
Operations policies revealed that it has been an average of 6.8 years since most policies were
last recorded as having been updated, as shown in Exhibit 1-5.

MGT Page 17

OF AMERICA, INC.



1.0 Administration

POLICY
NUMBER

EXHIBIT 1-5

SVSU BOARD POLICIES AND LAST UPDATE AS OF MAY 31, 2010
SINCE LAST UPDATED

POLICY DESCRIPTION

LAST
UPDATED

NUMBER
OF DAYS

NUMBER
OF YEARS

1000 Policy on Policies 06/16/1998 4,367 12.0
Custodial, Joint Custodial, and Non-Custodial Parental Rights and
1004 Responsibilities 12/16/1999 3,819 10.5
1005 Identification Card Policy 11/17/2005 1,656 4.5
1015 Disruptive Persons 01/20/2000 3,784 10.4
1018 School Community Relations 06/15/2006 1,446 4.0
Visits to School by Parents-Guardians, Community Members, or

1020 Media Interviewing, Filming, Video 09/02/1999 3,924 10.7
1025 Public Complaints about Personnel 04/17/2003 2,601 7.1
1090 Use of School Facilities 06/21/2001 3,266 8.9
1100 Fixed Asset Policy 02/26/2004 2,286 6.3
1200 Marketing, Advertising, Surveying, and Donations in the Schools 02/21/2008 830 2.3
2200 Non Discrimination 01/18/2001 3,420 9.4
2600 Superintendent of Schools Evaluation and Review 12/16/2005 1,627 4.5
3100 Transportation 09/25/2008 613 1.7
3101 Mandatory Drug and Alcohol Testing—Transportation Employees 08/21/2003 2,475 6.8
3105 Residency Requirements for Student Enrollment 02/26/2004 2,286 6.3
3110 Activity Accounts 12/20/2001 3,084 8.4
3200 Emergency Closings 08/21/2002 2,840 7.8
3215 School Parking 01/18/2001 3,420 9.4
4001 Harassment of Employees 09/20/2007 984 2.7
4003 Bullying Prevention—Adults 10/18/2007 956 2.6
4020 Appointments of Administrators 02/24/2005 1,922 5.3
4035 Conflict of Interest in Hiring 06/16/1998 4,367 12.0
4080 Background and Criminal Records Check 08/25/2005 1,740 4.8
4100 Alcohol and Drug-Free Workplace 02/21/2008 830 2.3
4120 Professional Development 10/01/2007 973 2.7
4261 Substitute Teachers 11/12/2008 565 1.5
4276 Supervision of Volunteers and Work Study Students 09/20/2001 3,175 8.7
4310 Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act Compliance 09/20/2007 984 2.7
4327 Family and Medical Leave 08/22/2002 2,839 7.8
4328 Military Leave 12/20/2001 3,084 8.4
4400 Safety and Security of Employees 08/21/2003 2,475 6.8
7192 Correspondence to the Board 06/21/2001 3,266 8.9
7194 Policy Review and Evaluation 11/15/2001 3,119 8.5
7195 Execution of Policy—Administrative Regulations 06/21/2001 3,266 8.9
1205/7205 | Directors Conflict of Interest 06/16/1998 4,367 12.0
AVERAGE 2,476 6.8
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The audit team’s concern stems from changes in laws and regulations that may not be reflected
in these documents. For example, the attachments included in Policy 4327—Family and
Medical Leave—include a 1993 version of the U.S. Department of Labor’s Publication WH-
1420. The outdated publication does not include information stemming from changes since that
date, such as modified requirements of the Family and Medical Leave Act that allows
employees to take leave on an intermittent basis or to work a reduced schedule under certain
circumstances. Additionally, the audit team'’s review of Policy 4120—Professional Development
found that it was issued in 2000 and did not include requirements the VSBA added in 2007 (to
meet state requirements), related to principles for guiding professional development.

In outlining the critical nature of updated school policies, the NSBA states that school board
policy is “...the means by which educators are accountable to the public.” As such, the policies
should be readily accessible, available to the public, and should reflect current practices.
Policies direct the focus and operation of the school system administrators. Maintaining an
updated policy book is important so that administrators clearly understand Board expectations.
We discuss policies and procedures in more detail in Chapter 4, Section 4.1.

RECOMMENDATION 1-4:

The SVSU Board should routinely take action to update and approve Board policies at
the annual meeting for the election of officers.

Establishing an annual cycle for policy review and approval coincident with the annual meeting
to elect officers will help to bring the SVSU policies into compliance. Currently, each updated
policy travels for opinion, then warning, then for approval at each of the seven boards ending
with the SVSU board. Obviously, consolidation of the seven entities would make the policy
approval process more efficient.

FISCAL IMPACT

This recommendation can be implemented at no additional cost and can be implemented with
existing staff.

1.3 LEGAL SERVICES

FINDING

Costs for legal services for school districts in the United States can be quite expensive; in many
instances, school districts pay large amounts due to litigation over special education.

The SVSU is spending increasing amounts on legal expenses. The SVSU’s budget for legal
expenses increased from $50,000 in fiscal year (FY) 2007-08, to $60,000 in FY 2008-09, and to
$75,000 in FY 2009-10. Moreover, the audit team’s review revealed that expenditures in FYs
2007-08 and 2008-09 exceeded the SVSU's original budget by almost $19,000 in each year.
The audit team is concerned that even with the increase to the FY 2009-10 budget, SVSU may
again go over budget if prior expense trends continue.

The majority of legal expenses are reported under the SVSU budget. In addition, the audit
team’s review of legal expenses for the six school districts revealed that the schools had
budgets between $0 and $2,500. The SVSU contracts for legal services from the firm Stitzel,
Page & Fletcher, P.C., located in Burlington, Vermont.
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RECOMMENDATION 1-5:

The SVSU should continue its efforts to budget an appropriate amount for legal work in
fiscal year 2010-11 in anticipation of all legal services needed.

This recommendation could be made for several areas in the SVSU budget; however, with the
risk and rising costs of litigation, our overall review of administration focuses on legal expenses
and practices.

FISCAL IMPACT

The fiscal impact for this recommendation cannot be determined, as legal costs may vary.

1.4 SVSU ORGANIZATION

The organizational structure and management of a school system are key factors in determining
the ability to meet goals and to operate in an effective and efficient manner. Important
developments in organizational design have tried to support the interdependent nature of people
and functions in organizations, and to improve the functioning through horizontal—rather than
vertical—reporting relationships. The trend in recent years is for fewer layers of management
and reporting. Additionally, many organizations group units or jobs by function, bringing together
staff whose jobs require the same knowledge, skills, and resources, in order for them to work
more efficiently and to promote the development of greater expertise. A drawback to this type of
arrangement, however, is that organizational goals can become secondary to departmental
goals. An effective organizational structure should ultimately be one that is dynamic and that
supports the system’s mission and strategic plan. The more the culture of the organization limits
its flexibility, the less likely the organization will meet client requirements and experience
success.

The current SVSU organizational chart (Exhibit 1-6) reflects a traditional hierarchical
organization. The executive and administrative functions are managed through a system that is
organized into lines, but does not show staff relationships with official spans of authority and
communication channels. The exhibit also shows the functional structure of SVSU. The exhibit
shows that four positions are direct reports to the Superintendent:

e Business Manager

e Assistant Superintendent

e Personnel Director

e Principals
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EXHIBIT 1-6
SVSU ORGANIZATIONAL CHART
2009-10
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The Superintendent has statutory responsibilities as outlined in Exhibit 1-7.

EXHIBIT 1-7
CURRENT DUTIES OF SUPERINTENDENTS
VERMONT STATUTES
Section 242. Duties of Superintendents

The superintendent shall be the chief executive officer for each school board in the supervisory
district, and shall:

1. Carry out the policies adopted by the school board relating to the educational or business
affairs of the school district.

2. ldentify the educational goals and objectives of the school district and prepare plans to
achieve those goals and objectives for adoption by the school board.

3. Recommend that the school board employ or dismiss persons as necessary to carry out
the work of the school district.

Furnish the commissioner data and information required by the commissioner.

5. Provide for the general supervision of the public schools in the supervisory union or
district. (Added 2003, No. 36, Section 1.)

Source: Title 16: Education 5: Commissioner of Education 16 V.S.A. Section 242. Duties of Superintendents.

FINDING

The audit team’s review revealed that SVSU may have unnecessary management layers within its
organizational structure and appears to have more administrative staff than would be expected.

The SVSU and its member school districts employ 107 administrative staff® (staff not directly
involved in the provision of educational services to children). This represents 16 percent of all
FTEs in SVSU. Although this percentage is not excessive in comparison to other supervisory
districts or unions (see Chapter 4.0, Exhibit 4-2), it is much higher than expected for the state
as a whole and even nationwide averages. For example, the United States Department of
Education reported that the average FY 2007-08 school administrators, school district
administrators, and administrative support staff was 10.5 percent of all staff nationwide, and
9.36 percent of school district staff in Vermont. In part, it appears that the excessive number of
administrative staff is due to the supervisory union structure—effectively, the SVSU and its
member school districts are operating seven administrations rather than as one.

According to the new Superintendent, she had reorganized the district in September 2009 to
create a horizontal rather than vertical structure. The intent was to flatten the structure and
eliminate complaints that the decision-making was limited to four individuals—the
Superintendent, business manager, and the two assistant superintendents. Other complaints
she heard included a lack of transparency, ineffective communication, and a lack of credibility
for the Central Office. The new flattened structure was to provide a more collaborative decision-
making model between the new Central Office directors and the principals and to provide more
director visibility and participation in the schools, to build credibility, trust, and to improve
communication. The Superintendent explained that the structure was based on articles
published by the Annenberg Institute for School Reform. Although the Superintendent believes
the new structure had led to improvement, making the change has had some challenges.

' Includes General Administration, School Administration, Central Support, Operations and Maintenance, and

Transportation.
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RECOMMENDATION 1-6:

The SVSU and member school districts need to consider moving to a more consolidated
structure that reduces the number of administrative positions.

Each of the member school districts and schools within SVSU have selected positions that have
some overlapping duties with SVSU central positions, or that may not be needed given the size of
the schools and school districts. For example, some of the schools have an assistant principal
position. Smaller schools may not need the position or could share a resource with other schools.
The audit team, in Recommendation 1-8, more fully explains the recommended changes to SVSU.

FISCAL IMPACT

The SVSU and its member school districts may be able to eliminate some administrative
positions, which would result in salary savings. The fiscal impact for this recommendation,
however, is reflected in Recommendations 1-8 and 1-9 later in this chapter to avoid double
reporting of estimated fiscal savings.

1.5 PLANNING AND ACCOUNTABILITY

These findings and recommendations pertain to the SVSU’s strategic planning process.

A strategy is the pattern or plan that integrates an organization's major goals,
policies, and action sequences into a cohesive whole (from James Brian Quinn,
Strategies for Change: Logical Incrementalism).

Strategic planning is a proactive process for envisioning the future and developing the
necessary strategic actions to bring that vision to fruition. In essence, a good strategic plan
serves as a map for an organization’s members to guide actions towards meeting organizational
goals. In addition, planning moves organizations from reactive to proactive modes by
connecting goals, strategies, performance measures, and action plans to an overall resource
allocation process. Organizations that link these elements through the planning process are
more likely to achieve identified goals and enhance their overall organizational effectiveness.

FINDING

The SVSU lacks an updated strategic plan. Although some of the schools and school districts
have established action plans, and SVSU has a K to 12 Long-Range Plan, SVSU has not
created a formal strategic plan that complies with best practice recommendations. Without a
strategic plan, SVSU lacks a road map for future growth and development and the ability to
achieve its goals could be significantly diminished.

Furthermore, many of the SVSU’s documents are outdated and not relevant to current operations.
The K to 12 Long-Range Plan was last adopted in 2001, and the mission statement and goals
were drafted in 2005; however, the mission statement and goals are still marked as “Draft.”

The school plans are individually constructed, are school-driven, and are not part of any
comprehensive SVSU Strategic Plan. Each school has an action plan with varying dates of
duration (most expiring in 2010) and in a variety of formats. The plans do not attempt to centralize
school goals with those of the state or SVSU and are not linked to or dependent on other plans.
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The development of a strategic plan that encompasses not only academics, but the overall
operation of the school system, is critical to the efficient and effective operation of SVSU. Best
practices recommend the following six general steps in the strategic planning process:

e Conduct an environmental scan or situational analysis of the strengths and weaknesses
of the organization, including an analysis of external threats and opportunities.

o Form a vision for the future and an accompanying mission statement to define the
fundamental purpose of the organization, its values, and its boundaries.

o Develop general goals, specific targets or objectives, and performance measurements to
gauge organizational progress.

e Develop a set of action strategies to indicate what will be done to accomplish the goals
and objectives.

o Develop and implement detailed operational or tactical plans to provide for staff
assignments and schedules.

e Create an evaluation component to monitor and revise the overall strategic approach as
it unfolds.

As indicated above, goal setting is an inherent part of strategic planning. As a part of the
strategic planning process, SVSU should establish strategic goals. Exhibit 1-8 references the
work of two top researchers in the areas of goal setting and staff motivation.

EXHIBIT 1-8
LOCKE AND LATHAM GOAL “SMART” GOAL SETTING MODEL

Dr. Edwin Locke’s pioneered research on goal setting and motivation in the late 1960s. In his 1968 article
“Toward a Theory of Task Motivation and Incentives,” he stated that employees were motivated by clear
goals and appropriate feedback. Locke went on to say that working toward a goal provided a major source of
motivation to actually reach the goal — which, in turn, improved performance. Locke’s research showed that
there was a relationship between how difficult and specific a goal was and people’s performance of a task.
He found that specific and difficult goals led to better task performance than vague or easy goals.

SMART Goals:

A useful way of making goals more powerful is to use the SMART mnemonic. While there are plenty of
variants, SMART usually stands for:

S Specific, M Measurable, A Attainable, R Relevant, and T Time-bound SMART

Telling someone to “Try hard” or “Do your best” is less effective than “Try to get more than 80% correct” or
“Concentrate on beating your best time.” Likewise, having a goal that's too easy is not a motivating force.
Hard goals are more motivating than easy goals, because it's much more of an accomplishment to achieve
something that you have to work for. A few years after Locke published his article, another researcher, Dr
Gary Latham, studied the effect of goal setting in the workplace. His results supported exactly what Locke
had found, and the inseparable link between goal setting and workplace performance was formed.

In 1990, Locke and Latham published their seminal work, “A Theory of Goal Setting and Task Performance.”
In this book, they reinforced the need to set specific and difficult goals, and they outlined three other
characteristics of successful goal setting.

Five Principles of Goal Setting
To motivate, goals must take into consideration the degree to which each of the following exists:

1. Clarity.

2. Challenge.

3. Commitment.

4. Feedback.

5. Task complexity.

Source:  Mindtool.com Web site, Locke’s Goal Setting Theory, 2008.
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RECOMMENDATION 1-7:

The SVSU should develop a five-year strategic plan that is aligned with its strategic goals
and budget, and ensure that Board policies and all other plans are aligned with the
strategic plan and goals.

A strategic plan should be developed by the Superintendent in consultation with and approved
by the SVSU Board. The Superintendent should assign a team comprised of key senior staff,
and select school site personnel, parents, and community leaders to develop this plan. The
strategic plan should establish SVSU'’s vision, strategic goals, and guiding principles, and
clearly define SVSU’s mission. It is important to note however, that implementing this
recommendation will be a great challenge given the current structure of SVSU with seven
separate entities, and may not yield the best results for SVSU as a whole if seven separate
plans are developed independently. In addition, implementing this recommendation under the
current structure will also be more time consuming and costly to develop than if the districts
were to consolidate into one entity. We recommend that SVSU first consider our
recommendation for consolidation and then consider the best approach for implementing this
recommendation.

In order to ensure the success of the Board, the Superintendent, and assigned staff in the
development of the strategic plan, outside facilitators/consultants could be hired to train the
leaders in plan development, implementation and communications; facilitate the initial training
and plan development sessions; facilitate the vetting process; and facilitate the development of
the communications plan. These facilitators/consultants should be experts in strategic planning
and project team management training.

Many school systems construct a strategic plan without using the services of an external
facilitator. The SVSU may wish to review the strategic plan of the Washington Central
Supervisory Union which is characterized by being clear and concise (six pages) in its vision.
The plan is available online.?

FISCAL IMPACT

This recommendation can be implemented using existing staff and resources. It will require a
time commitment from staff and the Board to develop the strategic plan. However, with the audit
team’s recommendation to reduce the frequency of board meetings, staff and the Board may be
able to use the time saved from not attending meetings to draft the plan. The SVSU may incur
expenditures if an external facilitator is hired. However, many Web sites, including the Vermont
School Boards Association, provide resources to assist in the development of an effective
strategic plan.

FINDING

According to a report by the Commissioner of Education in 2006, basic education in Vermont is
provided by schools and local school districts. For more than 100 years, the state has also
authorized supervisory unions, a structure that enables towns to join together for better
supervision of their schools. Each of the superintendents in a supervisory district works for one
school board and is the educational leader of the school district. The supervisory district
boundaries are the same as those of the school district. Thus, for all intents and purposes, the

2 http:/lwww.wesuonline.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=section&layout=blog&id=13&Itemid=116.
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supervisory district is the school district. In most supervisory districts, there are multiple schools,
each with a principal who serves as the educational leader of the particular school.

Alternatively, supervisory union boards consist of board members from member school districts
who have been elected by their peers to serve on the supervisory union board. Supervisory
unions do not operate schools. Their boards hire the superintendents who in turn coordinate
and provide services, such as special education and fiscal administration for the member school
districts. The superintendents serve as both the educational leaders and as the leaders of the
service provider organizations. However, the lines of leadership are often blurred because the
individual school boards can override the decisions of the superintendent. This can result in the
individual school boards relying more heavily on their principals for services that might
otherwise be expected of the superintendent of supervisory districts. This can lead to confusion
about the roles and responsibilities of the superintendent and the principals. Reporting and
responding to the needs of multiple governing bodies often make it difficult for supervisory union
superintendents to focus on a comprehensive vision for the education of all their students.

In the 2006 report, the Commissioner recommended reducing the number of school districts in
Vermont from 284 to 63, drawing new school district boundaries to align with the existing
supervisory union and school district boundaries, and adopting the supervisory district (rather
than the supervisory union) as the governing model. As of 2006, there were 311 schools and
284 school districts within Vermont. Each school district was led by a board that varied in size
from three-to-14 members. Vermont also had 51 supervisory unions and 12 supervisory districts
as of 2006.

However, the Commissioner’'s recommendations were not implemented. As of July 2010, the
state has 325 schools, with 47 supervisory unions and 13 supervisory districts. The Vermont
Department of Education in an October 2009 publication reported that its educational system is
highly decentralized and administratively heavy, which creates inherently higher costs.
Additionally, a 2008 survey conducted by the Snelling Center found that the majority of those
polled believed that school governance in Vermont is complicated and should be simplified, and
favored consolidation of school districts. The majority also expressed their opinion that
consolidation would improve education for students as well as cost control efforts and
leadership turnover rates.

Vermont's laws and regulations establish duties and powers for supervisory unions and school
boards. Exhibit 1-9 shows the requirements for the various entities.
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ITEM
DESCRIPTION
Educational

Policies and
Direction

EXHIBIT 1-9

STATUTORY REQUIREMENTS FOR
VERMONT SCHOOL DISTRICT BOARDS AND SUPERVISORY UNION BOARDS

SCHOOL DISTRICT BOARD
REQUIREMENTS

Determines the educational policies of the
school district.

SUPERVISORY UNION BOARD
REQUIREMENTS

Sets policy to coordinate curriculum plans among
the schools in the SU.

Administration

o May take any action that is required for the
sound administration of the school district.

o Shall exercise the general powers given to a
legislative branch of a municipality.

e Must establish policies and procedures
designed to avoid the appearance of board
member conflict of interest.

e Must take reasonable steps to assist each school
in the SU to follow its respective curriculum plan
as adopted under the requirements of the state
board of education.

o Provide for general supervision of the public
schools in the SU.

Curriculum
Oversight and
Development

o Must provide, at the expense of the district,
subject to the approval of the
superintendent, all textbooks, learning
materials, equipment, and supplies.

e Must allow any high school student who has
met the academic requirements of the high
school to graduate and receive a diploma in
less than four years.

e Sets policy to coordinate curriculum plans among
the schools in the SU.

e Must take reasonable steps to assist each school
in the SU to follow its respective curriculum plan
as adopted under the requirements of the state
board of education.

e Must periodically review the compatibility of the
SU’s curriculum plans with other schools if
students residing in the SU receive their
education outside the SU.

¢ Identify the educational goals and objectives of
the school district and prepare and adopt plans
to achieve those goals and objectives.

Provision of
Special Services

¢ Has the discretion to furnish instruction to
pupils who have completed a secondary
education and to administer early
educational programs.

e Must adopt a policy, which in accordance
with rules adopted by the state board of
education, will integrate home study
students into its schools through enroliment
in courses, participation in co-curricular and
extracurricular activities and use of facilities.

Must provide, or, if agreed upon by a unanimous
vote at a SU meeting, coordinate provision of the
following educational services on behalf of member
districts:

e Special Education

e Compensatory and remedial services.

e Other services as directed by the State Board
and local boards.

Federal and State

o May apply for grants and may accept and
expand grants or gifts.
e Has the authority to engage in short-term

Must establish a plan for receiving and disbursing

times.
e May relocate or discontinue use of a
schoolhouse or facility.

Funding and borrowing to cover the costs of thase federal and state funds distributed by the State
Grants portions of projects approved by the state Department of Education
Management board and which will be reimbursed by the '
state board under Sections 3447-3456 of
this title but which payments will be delayed.
e Has the possession, care, control, and
management of the school district property.
e Must keep the school buildings and grounds
Facilities in good repair, suitably equipped, insured, N/A
Management and in safe and sanitary condition at all

Professional
Development

N/A

Must provide for the establishment of a written
policy on professional development of teachers
employed in the SU and periodically review that

policy.
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ITEM SCHOOL DISTRICT BOARD SUPERVISORY UNION BOARD
DESCRIPTION REQUIREMENTS REQUIREMENTS
e Must establish and maintain an adequate
system of financial disbursement,
accounting, control and reporting procedures
that ensures that all payments are lawful and
in accordance with a budget adopted or
amended by the school board.
e Must establish with the advice and consent
of the auditor of accounts and the
commissioner, a system of accounts for the
proper control and reporting of school district
finances and for stating the annual financial e Must | lified t
Financial condition of the school district. ust employ a person or persons quaitied to
manage the SU accounts.
Managementand | ¢ May execute contracts on behalf of the « Mav be authorized to conduct a financial audit of
Controls school district, including contracts providing y o€ : . . o
for binding arbitration, by its chair or any the SU in conjunction with the school districts.
person designated whose appointment is
recorded in the minutes of the board.
e Must employ a public accountant at least
once every three years to audit the financial
statements of the school district and the
average daily membership count submitted
by the school district to the Department of
Education.
e May authorize an audit in conjunction with
another school district or SU.
e Must prepare and distribute to the electorate
not less than 10 days prior to the school
district’'s annual meeting, a report of the e Must require that the superintendent as the
conditions and needs of the school district executive officer of the SU board be responsible
system. to the commissioner and state board for
e Must prepare annually, on or before August reporting on all financial transactions within the
Reporting 5th, a report for the school district SU. On or before August 15th of each year, the
containing, on forms prescribed and superintendent, using the format approved by the
furnished by the commissioner, a classified Commissioner, shall forward to the
statement under oath of the actual cash Commissioner a report describing the financial
expenditures of the school district for the operations of the SU for the preceding school
preceding school year for school purposes year.
and other such information as the
commissioner prescribes.

e Submit to the town auditors of each member
school district a summary report of financial
operations of the SU for the preceding school

Reporting e May present informational materials to the year, an estimate of its financial op_er_ations for
(continued) electorate on any matter to be voted at the the current school year, and a preliminary budget
expense of the school district. for the SU for the ensuing school year.

e Furnish the commissioner such data and
information as may be required by the
commissioner.

Must prepare and distribute annually a
B . propos_ed budget for t_he next school year On or before June 30" of each year, adopt a budget
udgeting according to such major categories as may f :
; ; ) or the ensuing school year.
from time to time be prescribed by the
commissioner.
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ITEM

DESCRIPTION

Human

Resources

SCHOOL DISTRICT BOARD
REQUIREMENTS

Must employ such persons as may be required
to carry out the work of the school district and
dismiss any employee when necessary.

SUPERVISORY UNION BOARD
REQUIREMENTS

o If it chooses, must employ a superintendent.

e Must employ such persons as may be required
to carry out the work of the SU and dismiss any
employee when necessary.

o Assign the superintendent or other employee to
carry out the policies adopted by the school
board, relating to the educational or business
affairs of the school district.

Other Services

May enter into joint agreements with the SU
and other member school districts for the
provision of:

Centralized purchasing

Construction management

Budgeting, accounting, and other financial
management.

Teacher negotiations

Transportation

Other appropriate services

May provide the following services for the benefit of
member school districts according to joint
agreements formed under Section 267 of this title:

¢ Centralized purchasing

e Construction management

e Budgeting, accounting, and other financial
management.

e Teacher negotiations

e Transportation
Other appropriate services

Source:

Vermont Statutes, Title 16, Sections 563 (Powers of School Boards) and 261(a) (Duties of Supervisory Union

Board).

In 2009, the VSBA Board of Directors approved for discussion, a governance reform proposal.
The VSBA stated in the proposal that legislators and others had begun to question the viability
of supervisory unions as they are currently structured. The VSBA identified several areas that
needed to be clarified including the supervisory union’s legal standing to own property and carry
out municipal functions; clarifying ambiguity in the supervisory union statutory responsibilities;
and the indirect accountability of the supervisory unions to the voters and member boards. The
VSBA made several recommendations in its proposal, including the following:

Supervisory union board duties that were optional for provision of Special Education,
Transportation, Financial Management, and teacher negotiations should be made
mandatory.

Superintendents should be empowered to employ and dismiss all persons who work
under or within supervisory unions.

School district boards would hire and dismiss principals, and principals would hire and
dismiss teachers and others who work for individual schools.

In recent years, SVSU has expanded the number of director positions within the central
administrative offices, adding several director-level positions. As shown earlier in Exhibit 1-6,
many of the new director positions have relatively narrow spans of control. As will be discussed
later in Chapter 5, research indicates that an ideal span of control should range between a low
of six subordinates per manager, to between 15-and-20 subordinates per manager. The audit
team’s review of SVSU spans of control found that these are generally much lower than the best
practices recommendations.

Moreover, as part of the reorganization, SVSU maintained an Assistant Superintendent position.
However, this has not resulted in a reduction of duties for the Superintendent and the audit
team’s review of comparable supervisory districts revealed that most do not have this middle
layer between Directors and the Superintendent. Further, the SVSU converted a number of
positions to director level positions but did not have justification for why it needed these
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positions to be “director” level rather than the previous “coordinator” or “manager” level. As
discussed earlier, the new Superintendent explained that she attempted to flatten the structure
to provide better communication and coordination between the administration and the districts
and to build the credibility of the Central Office.

Adding to SVSU’s and its member school districts’ costs is each school district’s ability to
choose whether or not to participate in collective purchasing and contracting situations. For
example, as discussed in Chapter 9, the Pownal School District does not use the SVSU’s
contracted bus service and instead owns and services its own buses for regular daily service
and special runs. The Pownal School District’s decision has the effect of increasing overall
SVSU and school district costs while reducing the collective bargaining power of the SVSU as a
whole. Additionally, although the Mount Anthony Middle School facility is a state-of-the art
facility with a robust and comprehensive program for educating 6™ grade students, other SVSU
districts do not allow students to attend classes at this facility. The audit team found that the 6™
grade students at Woodford attend classes in a combined classroom with the 5™ grade
students. Thus, the students are missing an opportunity to participate in a comprehensive
variety of class offerings.

The audit team compared SVSU annual costs by category to those of the three supervisory
districts closest in size to SVSU. The audit team found that the SVSU’s per-student
expenditures for administrative and board costs far exceeded those of the supervisory districts,
as shown in Exhibit 1-10.

EXHIBIT 1-10
2010-11 BUDGETED ADMINISTRATIVE AND
INSTRUCTIONAL EXPENDITURE COMPARISONS

ADMINISTRATION AND INSTRUCTIONAL
BOARD EXPENDITURES EXPENDITURES

DOLLARS DOLLARS
TOTAL PER TOTAL PER
ENTITY DOLLARS STUDENT DOLLARS STUDENT
Southwest Vermont Supervisory Union $3,124,530 $960 $38,931,187 $11,964

Burlington Supervisory District 2,558,797 668 37,586,392 9,816
South Burlington Supervisory District 1,104,777 419 38,512,492 14,621
Rutland City Supervisory District 1,529,161 43,030,270 16,968

AVERAGE OF THREE COMPARISON

SUPERVISORY DISTRICTS $13,236

Source: The SVSU, Burlington Supervisory Districts, South Burlington Supervisory Districts, and Rutland City
Supervisory Districts annual budgets for school year 2010-2011 and auditor analysis.

If SVSU converted to a supervisory district model, it would achieve savings by not duplicating
positions, functions, and costs between the central administrative offices and each school
district. The audit team’s calculations of expected savings for converting to a supervisory district
and matching the average cost for administrative and board costs reported by the three
comparable supervisory districts, show that SVSU may be able to achieve savings exceeding
$1.25 million per year (the difference between $960 and $577 per student). Even if the SVSU
only decreased administrative and board costs to the highest per-student cost reported by a
comparison supervisory district (Burlington), it would still achieve savings of about $950,000 per
year (the difference between $960 and $668 per student).
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Further, the audit team'’s organizational school district expert reviewed the current SVSU and
school district structure and determined that there is a need to streamline and simplify the SVSU
organizational structure. For the size of the school system, based on enrollment and number of
schools, and in comparison to peer supervisory districts or school districts outside Vermont, the
Central Office administration is overstaffed with director-level positions. The audit team’s
organizational school district expert determined that neither the size of SVSU nor its budget
necessitates the number of director-level positions that it currently funds. School districts the size
of SVSU have streamlined their bureaucracies so that more direct communications and contacts
are made between superintendents and principals. As shown in Exhibit 1-11, the audit team’s
organizational school district expert recommended a more streamlined structure for SVSU.

EXHIBIT 1-11
PROPOSED ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE
SVSU LEVEL 1

Superintendent

Dir r of . . )
epto 0 Director of Business Director of
Curriculum . .
) Special Education Manager Technology
and Instruction

Source: Created by MGT, 2010.
RECOMMENDATION 1-8:

The SVSU should present the potential savings and benefits of converting to a
supervisory district (from its current supervisory union status) to its electorate and
member school districts.

The SVSU should seek permission from the electorate and member school districts to convert
to a supervisory district to benefit from the reduced administrative and board costs.

RECOMMENDATION 1-9:

The Vermont Department of Education should continue to advocate for the
recommendations contained in the 2006 Commissioner report to consolidate school
districts, and the Vermont Legislature should convert supervisory unions to supervisory
district models statewide.

Doing so would allow the state to reduce its unusually high administrative costs and to
reallocate the funds to other areas of need.

FISCAL IMPACT

The savings would include savings resulting from eliminating multiple boards and administrative
functions. For example, as reported later in Chapter 5 of this report, the audit team estimates
that SVSU could save nearly $250,000 by eliminating six boards, treasurers, and financial
audits and with reductions in paying bills for multiple entities. In addition, our expert
recommended adopting the following:
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Eliminate the Assistant Superintendent position—annual savings of $127,550.

Eliminate the Director of Grant Management Data and State Reporting position—annual
savings of $91,250.

Convert from director-level to coordinator-level the After School Programs, Student

Support Services, and Early Education Services directors—annual savings of $40,356.

students—annual savings of $94,913.

Eliminate the assistant principal position for elementary schools with fewer than 300

Ultimately, by converting from a supervisory union to a supervisory district and eliminating
redundant boards and administrative functions or positions, the audit team believes that SVSU
could save between $950,000 and $1.25 million per year. However, to avoid duplicate reporting
of fiscal impacts of our recommendations, we have reduced the potential savings in the table
shown below for those recommendations and fiscal impacts presented later in Chapter 5 of this
report. It is also important to note that the individual directors all have three-year contracts
through 2013.

MGT

Convert SVSU to a

supervisory district $950,858 $950,858 $950,858 $950,858 $950,858

Less—savings related

to Finding 5-6 ($248,905) ($248,905) |  ($248,905) ($248,905) ($248,905)

Estimated net savings

from converting to a

supervisory district $701,953 $701,953 $701,953 $701,953 $701,953
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This chapter presents findings and recommendations relating to special services and programs.
The sections in this chapter are as follows:

2.1 Special Education Services
2.2 Gifted and Talented Education
2.3 Extended Learning Programs
2.4 Early Childhood Programs

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Special services and programs offer an array of opportunities for students beyond the general
education curriculum or traditional educational setting. Special education services are provided
to students with disabilities to ensure access to the general education curriculum to the greatest
extent possible; Individual Educational Plans (IEPs) also provide for individualized instruction for
students with disabilities. Gifted and talented education aims to provide extended or accelerated
learning opportunities for students who demonstrate higher order skills or talents. Extended
learning programs offer an extension of the school day through organized after-school
programming. Early childhood programs aim to prepare children to enter kindergarten ready to
learn.

2.1 SPECIAL EDUCATION

Federal law governs services for children with disabilities. The Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act (IDEA) regulates how states and public agencies provide early
intervention, special education, and related services to more than 6.5 million eligible infants,
toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities. Infants and toddlers with disabilities (birth to

age 2) and their families receive early intervention services under IDEA Part C. Children and
youth (ages 3 to 21) receive special education and related services under IDEA Part B. Further,
the NCLB requires states to measure baseline and targets for student proficiency on state
reading/language arts and mathematics assessments for students with disabilities.

Exhibit 2-2 shows the number of students with disabilities that receive special education
services in SVSU. As shown, during school year 2009-10, there were a total of 658 students
with disabilities in SVSU. The largest subset in this group represented students classified with
learning disabilities.
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EXHIBIT 2-2
SVSU DEPARTMENT OF SPECIAL EDUCATION
ENROLLMENT OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES
2009-10 SCHOOL YEAR

DISABILITY CODE ‘ ENROLLMENT
Learning Impaired 59
Deaf or Hard of Hearing 10
Blind or Visually Impaired 1
Speech and Language 60
Emotionally Disturbed 92
Orthopedically Impaired 1
Health Impaired 85
Learning Disabled 204
Autism 36
Traumatic Brain Injury 2
Multiple Disabilities 7
Developmentally Delayed 101

TOTAL ’ 658
Source: The SVSU, Department of Special Education, 2010.

FINDING

The SVSU does not have a strategic plan for its special education services. This is of particular
concern because the Annual Performance Report for Southwest Vermont Supervisory Union
2008 indicates that SVSU did not meet special education state performance targets for
graduation rates, dropout rates, assessment proficiency, least restrictive educational
environments, or transition services. The data also indicates that the identification of students
with disabilities continues to increase in SVSU and that identification percentages exceed the
state performance targets for 2005-06, 2006-07, and 2007-08. According to the Superintendent,
annual planning being completed is reactive to specific issues and procedures and is not within
a full strategic planning model. Initiatives to improve the overall performance of students with
disabilities include:

e Categorical resource rooms have been reduced after an internal audit of students
assigned to those rooms.
e One program was closed in 2009-10.

o Work has been completed on a decision-making tool for the addition of new proposed
paraprofessionals.

o Extensive reading professional development has been provided to special education
teachers in 2009-10 with a plan to provide more extensive and purposeful training in
2010-11.

¢ Anindividual has been hired to begin transitional planning for students with disabilities
and an increase in achievement was noted on portfolio assessments.

The district is moving forward actions to improve state performance targets and should continue
those efforts under the leadership of the Superintendent and the director of Special Education,
and through a strategic planning process.
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Instructional leadership and strategic planning are important to all levels of SVSU and should
include teachers, program directors, supervisors, principals, and Central Office administrators.
Within SVSU, the selection of an organizational approach and instructional delivery model for
special education services must be based on a clear and consistent mission and strategic plan
for meeting the needs of all students.

Given the legislative requirements of NCLB and the reauthorization of IDEA, students with
disabilities must be provided access to the general education curriculum and individualized
instruction based on student IEPs. The instruction of students with disabilities who are seeking a
standard diploma is equally the responsibility of general education. As SVSU moves toward
trimesters in 2010-11, modifications are being made to the standards-based report card
including more responsibility for the general education teacher, in collaboration with the special
education teacher, for monitoring and reporting achievement.

At the school-district level, the selection of an organizational approach and instructional delivery
model for special education services must be based on a clear and consistent mission and
strategic plan for meeting the needs of students at all levels of the organization. The SVSU
lacks this clear and consistent mission and strategic planning document for the delivery of
special education services in conjunction with general education.

RECOMMENDATION 2-1:

The SVSU should develop an annual special education strategic plan including the
mission, vision, goals, objectives, activities, evaluation, and a scope and sequence time
line of training and education support activities for its schools.

The SVSU, in conjunction with school teams, should develop a framework for the development,
implementation, and monitoring of special education services throughout the SVSU schools.
The development of the special education strategic plan should be developed in collaboration
within the Department of Curriculum and Instruction and should be written in alignment with
Vermont’'s Framework of Standards and Learning, grade expectations, and school action plans
for school improvement. The strategic plan should provide procedures to ensure that the
department and schools share a similar focus and include coordination of services from the
Department of Special Education and the Department of Curriculum and Instruction. The
Department of Special Education should collaborate with other school district staff, school
administrators, teachers, support staff, and related services personnel to identify issues that
lead to the formulation of goals. From these goals, specific actions should be established for
developing and meeting goals of improved effectiveness and efficiency services, such as
collaborative instruction between general education and special education staff; standards-
based instruction; benchmark assessment; accommodations; and staffing.

All staff should be involved in the establishment of focused professional development and
training based upon the needs of the individual and SVSU, such as the literacy initiative. The
strategic plan should be based on an analysis of needs and special education program and
student data. The SVSU should provide schools with appropriate resources for the collection of
student data to document adequate academic performance of students with disabilities.

The SVSU should establish a process to develop and meet goals for improving effectiveness
and efficiency of all programs and services. By looking to the future, identified issues lead to the
formulation of goals; and from these goals, specific actions are determined. This methodology
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centers on disaggregating the vision, mission, and principles by strategic area into manageable
components that can be planned for, measured, and adjusted.

The annual staff development and training plan should include goals and objectives that are
directly related to school needs and individual staff certification requirements. It is
recommended that employees continue to be surveyed regarding these needs and
requirements within SVSU and within individual school districts. Finally, the scope and
seqguence time line of training and educational support activities should be designed
collaboratively among all special education and related services staff members.

FISCAL IMPACT

The associated costs for implementing this recommendation are related to staff time. There
should be no additional costs to SVSU or schools if the strategy planning sessions are
completed during school in-service days or during faculty meeting times.

FINDING

The SVSU does not consistently implement support services for the educational support team,
which leads to over-identifying students with disabilities and inappropriate referrals for
evaluation of students for special education.

In the fall of 2008, SVSU provided a presentation to building principals outlining the SVSU
Pyramid of Instruction and Intervention. The expectation was that the building principals would
present the information to their teachers and develop a pyramid of instruction and intervention
based on all available resources and personnel in each building. The development and
implementation of the SVSU Pyramid of Instruction and Intervention varies from school to
school.

The current Vermont statute does not require that the SVSU provide special education of
leadership to the individual school districts. However, SVSU does employ special education
teachers and paraprofessionals. The move to an SVSU strategic plan and implementation of an
educational support system through the SVSU will be on the persuasion of the SVSU leadership
and the strengthening of the new Superintendent’s goal for collaborative decision-making and
leadership between directors and principals.

Vermont Statute 2902 mandates that within each school district's comprehensive system of
educational services, each public school shall develop and maintain an educational support
system for students who require additional assistance in order to succeed or to be challenged in
the general education environment. The legislation requires that each school’s educational
support system will:

e Be integrated in the general education curriculum.

e Be designed to increase the ability of the general education system to meet the needs of
all students.

¢ Be designed to provide students the support needed regardless of eligibility for
categorical programs.

e Provide clear procedures and methods for addressing student behavior.
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e Ensure collaboration with families, community supports, and the system of health and
human services.

¢ Identify classroom accommodations, remedial services, and other supports.
o Develop individualized strategies.

e Maintain written records.

Based on the federal child count, SVSU identified 20 percent of its students as disabled in 2008-
09. This exceeds the 2008-09 state identification rate of 15 percent. The SVSU identification
rate for students with disabilities was 18 percent in 2004-05; indicating a 2 percent increase of
students with disabilities over a five-year period. Data further indicate that eligibility categories of
learning disabilities and development delay showed the greatest increase.

Evaluation data, as shown in Exhibit 2-4, suggests that some SVSU schools do not consistently
utilize the educational support team to assist the general education teacher prior to referral for
special education evaluation. As shown in the exhibit, 87 percent of students referred for
evaluation at North Bennington were determined to be eligible for special education services.
This eligibility level corresponds with other observations indicating that the North Bennington
referrals for evaluation were appropriate. Conversely, only 22 percent of the students referred
for evaluation at Bennington were deemed to be eligible for special education services. The
audit team’s review concluded that this is indicative of an inappropriate referral and evaluation
process. Overall, the data appeared to indicate that Pownal and Molly Stark referrals for
evaluation were appropriate and Monument referrals were inappropriate.

EXHIBIT 2-4
SVSU REFERRALS FOR EVALUATION AND PERCENTAGE
RESULTING IN SPECIAL EDUCATION ELIGIBILITY
2009-10 SCHOOL YEAR

NUMBER OF PERCENT
SCHOOL=- EVALUATIONS ELIGIBILITY
Bennington 9 22%
Molly Stark 25 64%
Monument 12 33%
Pownal 22 86%
North Bennington 8 87%

Source: The SVSU, Department of Special Education, 2010.

a Data not available for Shaftsbury, Woodford, Mount Anthony Middle or
Mount Anthony High.

The Response to Intervention tiered intervention model has also proven successful in alleviating
academic and behavioral deficits in the general education setting. In 2009-10, the SVSU began
a process to redefine supplementary-tiered interventions. As a result, reading specialists have
been assigned to each Title | school. The process for strengthening education support teams
will continue in 2010-11. Special education referral and eligibility data indicate, however, that not
all SVSU schools utilize the educational support team process effectively to alleviate student
deficits in the general education setting.
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RECOMMENDATION 2-2:

The SVSU should continue to develop the Response to Intervention tiered intervention
model and strengthen education support teams in the schools.

The SVSU should provide support to educational support teams and early intervening services
(Response to Intervention) to students in the general education setting. An effective process
can lead to decreased referrals for evaluation for special education services and improved
identification of students who are truly disabled. The SVSU should also ensure that the school
administrators are held accountable for the implementation and documentation of effective
educational support teams and early intervening services that are required by state and federal
regulations. The Department of Curriculum and Instruction should assume the lead in working
with school-based teams with support from staff in the Department of Special Education. This
should be recognized as a general education initiative to increase learning strategies and
instructional accommodations in the general education setting.

FISCAL IMPACT

The Department of Curriculum and Instruction should initiate an embedded professional
development related to Response for Intervention for targeted schools.

FINDING

In 2009-10, the directors of Special Education and Student Services coordinated specific
professional development for principals with the SVSU attorney on special education law.
School administrators, however, do not consistently demonstrate a thorough knowledge of
special education regulations or requirements for maintaining compliance with special education
law. School administrators must have a comprehensive working knowledge of state and federal
regulations (IDEA) for special education services to ensure compliance with NCLB legislation.
Principals must be responsible for ensuring that the instructional methodology, instructional
materials, and professional development activities employed at the schools meet the NCLB
definition of scientifically based research in terms of their proven effectiveness. By establishing
a professional development plan for principals to provide current literature regarding special
education law and NCLB, SVSU will ensure it has a structured procedure for meeting all state
and federal requirements.

Along with NCLB, many federal K-12 grant programs require state and local education officials
to use scientifically based research to guide their decisions about which programs and

strategies to implement. Yet many school administrators within the SVSU have not been given
the tools to identify which practices are truly supported by rigorous evidence and which are not.

Currently, the Vermont statute does not give SVSU authority for this accountability. However,
because SVSU is unified in the employment of special education personnel throughout the
districts and, by statute, receive federal flow-through funding, SVSU administration is hopeful
that school administrators will accept this leadership of SVSU staff.

RECOMMENDATION 2-3:

The SVSU should continue staff development for school administrators regarding special
education regulations and compliance with federal law.
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The SVSU should develop staff development plans for school administrators regarding special
education rules and regulations. By implementing this recommendation, the SVSU should establish
a structured plan to help school administrators identify and implement evidence-based practices
that should improve academic performance for students with disabilities, as well as assume
responsibility for the oversight and compliance of special education services in the schools.

FISCAL IMPACT

The associated costs for implementation of this recommendation are related to staff time and
professional development materials. The staff development plan should include all associated
costs for the administrative training at a time during the school day that is convenient to school
administrators.

FINDING

The SVSU lacks a consistently effective inclusive education model for students with disabilities.
Students with disabilities lag behind their typical peers in academic performance as measured
by state assessments.

A review of special education services and program models indicate that SVSU provides special
education services primarily in self-contained settings or in a resource room setting. Furthermore,
the Annual Performance Report 2008 indicates that SVSU did not meet the Vermont State
performance target for Indicator 5A (percent of children with IEPs served inside the regular class
greater than or equal to 80 percent of the day), or Indicator 5B (percent of children with IEPs
inside the regular class less than 40 percent of the day). In fact, SVSU did not meet the
performance measure for Indicator 5A by 7.6 percent or Indicator 5B by 15 percent. The SVSU
reported that 70.88 percent of its students with disabilities received special education services
inside a regular class at least 80 percent of the day, as compared to the state performance target
of 78.50 percent. The SVSU further reported that 22.56 percent of its students with disabilities
received special education services inside a regular class less than 40 percent of the day, as
compared to the state performance target of 7.50 percent. The data further indicate that

the percent of SVSU students with disabilities in self-contained or segregated settings has actually
increased rather than decreased, from 2005-06 to 2007-08 (the audit team requested, but did not
receive placement data for 2009-10 while conducting our fieldwork).

The SVSU has a humber of specialized service models for students with moderate and severe
disabilities that require a more restrictive setting. These service models include the
Individualized Diversified and Enhanced Academics and LifeSkills (IDEALS) model at Molly
Stark Elementary, Mount Anthony Middle, and Mount Anthony High; the Autistic Children with
Opportunities for Reaching New Success (ACORNS) model at Bennington Elementary, Mount
Anthony Middle, and Mount Anthony High; and, the alternative education programs for students
with severe emotional disabilities or mental health conditions. While more restrictive settings are
often determined as the most appropriate placement for some students by the IEP team, each
placement decision must be carefully considered prior to placement in a more restrictive setting.

Co-teaching is one preferred model for inclusive education for students with disabilities who do
not require a more restrictive setting. Co-teaching is a model that embeds collaborations with
general education classrooms and increases the likelihood that students with disabilities will
progress in the general education curriculum. Co-teaching typically involves special and general
education teachers working together to teach the general education curriculum to students who
vary widely in their strengths and unique learning needs. Research suggests that shared
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teaching has a positive impact on students’ learning. The SVSU is piloting the co-teaching
model at the middle school and Bennington Elementary. The middle school has formalized
course work in co-teaching since 2008-09.

RECOMMENDATION 2-4:

The SVSU should establish a co-teaching model of inclusive education for students with
disabilities who do not require a more restrictive setting.

The SVSU should consider establishing a co-teaching model of inclusive education and should
work with school administrators to move from the traditional resource model to a more inclusive,
co-teaching model at all grade levels. The SVSU should ensure that all schools are effectively
providing appropriate inclusive education to students with disabilities. School administrators
should work with the director of Special Education to ensure that co-teaching is established and
effective in increasing the academic performance of students with disabilities. A viable approach
to consider should be to address inclusive education as part of the professional learning
community and provide embedded staff development during the school day. The SVSU should
include goals and activities related to inclusive education in the proposed special education
strategic plan. The proposed strategic plan should address the goals, objectives, content and
time lines for staff development and the associated costs.

The SVSU should consider the utilization of math and literacy teacher leaders for
implementation of this professional development recommendation.

FISCAL IMPACT

The cost associated with the implementation of this recommendation is planning and
professional development. The proposed strategic plan should address the goals, objectives,
content, and time lines for professional development, and the associated costs. Professional
development should be embedded during the instructional day to the greatest extent possible
using SVSU'’s general education curriculum and special education specialist or consultant staff,
thus minimizing costs to SVSU.

FINDING

The local education agency (LEA) representative does not consistently participate in IEP
meetings at the school level. Federal and state regulations state that the required participants of
the IEP team must include the student’s parents, the student (as appropriate), a special
education teacher, a general education teacher, and the LEA representative.

The federal regulations clearly state that:
A representative of the local educational agency is:

¢ Qualified to provide or supervise the provision of specially designed instruction to meet
the unique needs of children with disabilities.
¢ Knowledgeable about the general curriculum.

¢ Knowledgeable about the availability of resources of the LEA.

MGT Page 40

OF AMERICA, INC.



2.0 Special Services and Programs

The patrticipation of the LEA representative is crucial to the IEP team because of the individual's
knowledge of the general curriculum, availability of resources, and ability to supervise the
specialized services as specified in the IEP. Without such participation, the IEP team is lacking
important and necessary information for making decisions about, developing, and implementing
the IEP.

RECOMMENDATION 2-5:

The SVSU should ensure that the local education agency representative participates in
the Individual Educational Program meetings at the school level.

The SVSU should ensure that an administrative staff member or designee serve as the LEA
representative on the IEP team and should further ensure compliance with state and federal
regulations regarding LEA representative’s participation in the IEP meeting. The SVSU should
further ensure that school administrators are knowledgeable of the special education
compliance procedures regarding the IEP meetings and required IEP team members. Schools
that fail to maintain compliance with IDEA regulations regarding the IEP team and development
of IEPs should be held accountable through the administrative evaluation process.

FISCAL IMPACT

The SVSU or school districts should not incur any additional costs as a result of implementing
this recommendation.

FINDING

Options for SVSU students with disabilities in planning and implementing transition services to
post-secondary opportunities are limited. Lack of post-secondary opportunities in SVSU has
proven to be challenging, and students with disabilities often lack the self-determination skills
necessary to advocate for themselves in the world of adulthood.

The Annual Performance Report for SVSU for 2007-08 indicates that the dropout rate for
students with disabilities was 4.7 percent in 2005-06, 10.7 percent in 2006-07, and 8.4 percent
in 2007-08. The dropout rates for students with disabilities has consistently been higher than
general education dropout rates of 6.7 percent in 2005-06, 8 percent in 2006-07, and 5 percent
in 2007-08. The SVSU missed the state performance target for decreased dropout rate by
0.05 percent in 2005-06, 6.7 percent in 2006-07, and 5 percent in 2007-08 (the audit team
requested, but did not receive data from 2008-09 or 2009-10.)

During onsite school visits, observations, and interviews, the audit team found that transition
planning and post-secondary opportunities were lacking and in need of improvement. The IEP
process includes transition plan documents, but the planning process has not consistently
resulted in successful post-school outcomes for students with disabilities. Limited post-
secondary opportunities in the local community have proven to be a challenge for post-
secondary transition of students with disabilities.

Transition services are intended to prepare students to make the transition from the world of
school to the world of adulthood. In planning what type of transition services a student needs to
prepare for adulthood, the IEP team must consider areas such as vocational training,
community employment, and post-secondary education for the student.
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Exhibit 2-5 shows strategies for promoting self-determination for youth with disabilities.
Instruction in self-determination can increase independence and aid in student transitions from

school to post-secondary opportunities.

EXHIBIT 2-5
STRATEGIES FOR PROMOTING SELF-DETERMINATION
IN YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES

PROMOTE CHOICE MAKING

o |dentify strengths, interest, and learning styles

o Provide choices about clothing, social activities,
family events, and methods of learning new
information

» Hold high expectations for youth

e Teach youth about their disability

« Involve children and youth in self-determination/self
advocacy, opportunities in school, home and
community

o Prepare children and youth for school meetings

o Speak directly to children and youth

e Involve children and youth in educational, medical,
and family decisions

» Allow for mistakes and natural consequences

o Listen often to children and youth

ENCOURAGE EXPLORATION OF POSSIBILITIES

o Promote exploration of the world every day

» Use personal, tactile, visual, and auditory methods for
exploration

o |dentify young adult mentors with similar disabilities

o Talk about future jobs, hobbies, and family lifestyles

o Develop personal collages/scrapbooks based on
interest and goals

e Involve children and youth in service learning (4H,
Ameri-Corps, local volunteering)

PROMOTE REASONABLE RISK TAKING

o Make choice maps listing risks, benefits, and
consequences of choice

 Build safety nets through family members, friends,
schools, and others

 Develop skills in problem solving

o Develop skills in evaluating consequences

ENCOURAGE PROBLEM SOLVING

o Teach problem solving skills

o Allow ownership of challenges and problems

o Accept problems as part of healthy development

» Hold family meetings to identify problem at home and
in the community

o Hold class meetings to identify problems in school

« Allow children and youth to develop a list of self-
identified consequences

PROMOTE SELF-ADVOCACY

o Encourage communication and self-representation
« Praise all efforts of assessments and problem solving

« Develop opportunities at home and in school for self-
advocacy

» Provide opportunities for leadership roles at home
and school

¢ Encourage self-advocates to speak in class

e Teach about appropriate accommodation needs

o Practice ways to disclose disability and
accommodations needs

o Create opportunities to speak about the disability in
school, home, church, business, and community

FACILITATE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM

o Create a sense of belonging within schools and
communities

o Provide experience for children and youth to use their
talents

o Provide opportunities to youth for contributing, to their
families, schools and communities

o Provide opportunities for individuality and
independence

« Identify caring adult mentors at home, school, church,
or in the community

o Models a sense of self-esteem and self confidence

DEVELOP GOAL SETTING AND PLANNING

e Teach children and youth family values, priorities,
and goals

o Make posters that reflect values and are age-
appropriate

» Define what a goal is and demonstrate the steps to
teach a goal

o Make a road map to mark the short-term identifiers as
they work towards goal

e Support children and youth in developing values and
goals

o Discuss family history and culture-make a family tree

« Be flexible in supporting youth to reach their goals,
some days they may need much motivation and help;
other days they may want to try alone

HELP YOUTH UNDERSTAND THEIR DISABILITIES

o Develop a process that is directed by youth for self-
identify: Who are you? What do you want/ what are
your challenges and barrier? What supports do you
need?

o Direct children and youth to write an autobiography

o Talk about the youth’s abilities

e Involve children and youth in their least restrictive
environment

e Use good learning style inventories and transition
assessments

o Identify and utilize support systems for all people

Source:
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RECOMMENDATION 2-6:

The SVSU should continue its efforts to improve successful post-secondary transition of
students with disabilities.

The schools should actively pursue participation from the Career Development Center and key
agencies within SVSU to better assess, plan, and successfully transition students to post-school
services. The SVSU should also consider incorporating self-advocacy training for students as a
component of transition services.

FISCAL IMPACT

This recommendation can be implemented with existing resources. The director of Special
Education should include self-determination curriculum and staff development in the 2011-12
IDEA budget plan. The cost of curriculum is estimated to be $1,965. Staff development costs
are estimated to be approximately $1,500 (six hours of training at $32.75 per hour for ten staff
= $1,965).

FINDING

The computers and software of special education teachers are not consistently upgraded to
utilize the electronic system for developing and monitoring IEPs and compliance requirements
of special education programs.

The IEP is a comprehensive plan that documents the strengths, needs, and annual and short-
term objectives for students with disabilities. The IEP also documents other requirements as
stated in state and federal regulations. The IDEA requires that an IEP include measurable
goals, including benchmarks or short-term objectives in order for the student to progress in the
general education c