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TEAM: School Governance Team 

 

ITEM: Will the State Board of Education find that the proposed formation of a unified union 

school district to be created by five member districts of the WINDHAM SOUTHEAST 

SUPERVISORY UNION (WSESU) is “in the best interests of the State, the students, and the 

school districts,” and will the State Board therefore vote to approve the attached report of the 

WSESU Act 46 Study Committee (Study Committee)? 

 

 

STATUTORY AUTHORITY:  16 V.S.A. § 706c; Act 46 (2015), as amended; Act 153 (2010), Secs. 

2-4, as amended 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION:  The WSESU consists of six school districts located in five 

towns, currently representing four distinct models of education governance:   

 two elementary school districts, both of which operate one or more schools offering PK/K-

6 (Brattleboro; Guilford) 

 two elementary school districts, both of which operate a school offering PK/K-8 

(Dummerston; Putney) 

 one union high school district, of which the previous four elementary school districts are 

members and which operates a school offering Grades 7-12 (Brattleboro Union High 

School District #6), but in which only students residing in Brattleboro and Guilford are 

enrolled for Grades 7-8;  BUHSD #6 also operates the Windham Regional Career Center 

RECOMMENDED ACTION:   

1.  That the State Board of Education finds that the proposed formation of a new 

unified union school district by five member districts of the WSESU is “in the best 

interests of the State, the students, and the school districts” pursuant to 16 V.S.A. § 

706c(b). 

2.  That the State Board of Education votes to approve the attached report of the 

WSESU Study Committee.  

3.  That the State Board of Education votes to approve the assignment of the new 

unified union school district, if formed, to the Windham Southeast Supervisory 

Union for the purpose of receiving administrative and other transitional assistance.  

Assignment would be for the period beginning on the date on which the unified 

union school district becomes a legal entity pursuant to 16 V.S.A. § 706g and ending 

on the date on which the Board designates the union school district to be its own 

supervisory district, if the Board takes such action.   
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 one PK-12 town school district that operates a school offering PK/K-6 and pays tuition for 

students in Grades 7-12 (Vernon)1 

In November 2015, the five WSESU town school districts formed the Study Committee pursuant 

to 16 V.S.A. § 706 on their own behalf and representing the Brattleboro Union High School 

District.2  The Study Committee now proposes to create a new unified union school district (New 

Unified District) that provides for the education of its resident students by operating one or more 

schools for all grades.  

The Study Committee identifies five school districts as “necessary” to the proposal pursuant to 

16 V.S.A. § 706b(b)(1):  Brattleboro; Dummerston; Guilford; Putney; and BUHSD #6.   

The Study Committee does not identify any school districts as “advisable” to the proposal 

pursuant to 16 V.S.A. § 701b(b)(2). 

In FY2016, the combined average daily membership (ADM) of the five “necessary” districts was 

2,185.75 (Brattleboro – 826.3; Dummerston – 167.2; Guilford – 165.7; Putney – 171.56; and BUHSD 

#6 (less Vernon) – 854.99).  The FY2016 PK-12 ADM attributable to Vernon was 341.45.   

The electorate of each “necessary” town school district will vote on November 7, 2017 whether to 

approve creation of the New Unified District: 

If the New Unified District is formed, then the Study Committee anticipates that the State Board 

will subsequently consider designating it as a supervisory district pursuant to 16 V.S.A. § 261(d) 

and, if necessary, will determine the appropriate supervisory union assignment for the Vernon 

School District. 

WINDHAM SOUTHEAST UNIFIED DISTRICT 

If approved by the State Board and the voters of the four town elementary districts before 

December 1, 2017, the New Unified District would be eligible for incentives and protections under 

Act 153, Secs. 2-5, as amended, because it would be a unified union district formed by the merger 

of at least four existing districts. 

The New Unified District, which would be known as the Windham Southeast Unified District, 

would provide for the education of all resident PK-12 students by operating one or more schools 

for each grade.  The proposal would unify five existing school districts into a single unified 

district responsible for operating multiple schools located throughout the district.  It would 

replace all current governing bodies with one unified union school board, which would also serve 

the same functions as a supervisory union board if the State Board subsequently designates the 

New Unified District a supervisory district.   

                                                      
1  For some years, Vernon was a member of the BUHSD #6 but also used its town elementary school district budget to 

pay tuition for students in Grades 7-12 who wished to enroll in a different high school.  The State Board will 

formalize the withdrawal of Vernon from the BUHSD #6 on September 20, 2017.  See that agenda item for details. 
2  The Vernon school board voted to cease participation in the study committee in April 2016.  Vernon representatives 

continued to attend many study committee meetings but did not participate in a formal capacity.   
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The New Unified District would be governed by a unified school board of nine members, seven 

of whom would be allocated to the four towns based upon the town’s relative population and 

two of whom would be fully at-large members. 

 In the first year of operation, students would attend elementary and middle school based upon 

their town of residence.  The Unified Board would be required to develop policy and programs 

for offering intra-district choice in grades for which the New Unified District operates multiple 

school buildings by July 1, 2020.  Among other factors, the policies would be required to address 

transportation, socio-economic equity, and unity of siblings. 

The Unified Board would also be required to develop policies and procedures that encourage 

local input on school programs and to establish school-based leadership councils based upon 

parameters that the Articles set out in great detail.   

During the first five years of operation, a currently operating school building offering K-6 or K-8 

could be closed only if approved by the voters of the town in which the building is located.  In 

years six and after, a building could be closed upon a vote by three-quarters of the full Unified 

Board membership after one year of study and public input.  The Articles detail considerations 

upon which any vote to close a school building would be based and options available to students 

upon closure of a building.   

If an elementary school building is closed and would no longer be used for public education 

purposes, then town in which the school building is located would have the right of first refusal 

and could purchase the property for $1.00, provided that the town agreed to use the property for 

public and community purposes for a minimum of five years.  The proposal includes provisions 

addressing use for these purposes for fewer than five years.   

All future votes on the budget and Board membership would be by Australian ballot.   

POLICY IMPLICATIONS:  By enacting Act 46, which incorporated the provisions of Act 153 

(2010), the General Assembly declared the intention to move the State toward sustainable models 

of education governance designed to meet the goals set forth in Section 2 of the Act.  It was 

primarily through the lens of those goals that the Secretary has considered whether the Study 

Committee’s proposal is “in the best interests of the State, the students, and the school districts” 

pursuant to 16 V.S.A. § 706c. 

The Study Committee has been meeting to discuss current strengths and challenges, and the 

potential benefits of unification, since its inception in late 2015.  During that time, it reviewed and 

compared educational opportunities, demographics, behavioral and other supports available 

throughout the school day, costs, and assessment results.  The Study Committee also compared 

the current staffing patterns in the various schools with potential staffing in a unified system. 

The Study Committee is quick to acknowledge the good work of teachers, support staff, and 

administrators throughout the region, as well as the unique culture of each school and strong 

tradition of community involvement.  In addition, the Committee states that there is a “history of 

trust among teachers, administrators, and Central Office personnel” that has already resulted in 

some shared services and staffing. 
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The Study Committee envisions that unification will result in a single mission and vision that will 

benefit all students in the region, regardless of the town in which they reside.  It anticipates that 

educational benefits will include opportunities: 

 to offer comprehensive extended day and summer program throughout the New Unified 

District, including academics, art, music, drama, and physical activities   

 to make Title I programming available to more students 

 to “expand foreign language offerings, technology integration and enrichment 

opportunities through hiring and sharing highly qualified teachers” 

 to provide better continuity for students whose families move from one town to another 

within the New Unified District 

 to attract and retain high quality teachers based on an ability to offer full-time positions 

and who can be shared or transferred as needed 

 to allow for more flexibility for staff to create expanded programming  

 to make use of teacher leaders to provide professional development and peer guidance 

among schools  

The WSESU experienced system-wide savings from the previous consolidation of transportation, 

food service, collective bargaining, and special education.  The Study Committee anticipates that 

district unification will result in additional savings by gaining “flexibility to adjust staffing 

assignments to maximize student/teacher ratio” as well as through more efficient financial 

planning, streamlined accounting systems, larger scale purchasing, and consolidation of 

custodial services. 

The Study Committee identified initial, ongoing cost reductions of $100,000 in connection with 

audits, board stipends, and professional and technical services.  In addition, it anticipates 

potential cost reductions of $1 million over a 3-5 year period due to increased student-teacher 

ratios and implementation of more flexible staffing patterns.  

While merger of governance systems by itself will not yield greater opportunities or increased 

operational or fiscal efficiencies, the Study Committee’s work during the last year and a half 

reflects an appreciation of the possibilities inherent in a more flexible and expanded system.  

The Study Committee’s proposal is aligned with the goals of the General Assembly as set forth in 

Act 46 of 2015 and with the policy underlying the union school district formation statutes as 

articulated in 16 V.S.A. § 701.   

STAFF AVAILABLE: Donna Russo-Savage, Principal Assistant, Governance 

Brad James, Education Finance Manager  
































































