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Do you love your local schools? If so, you have a lot in common with other community 
members in Essex Junction, Essex Town and Westford. Many survey respondents had questions 
about the future of their local schools under a unified district. I will address some of the most 
common questions here, but as always, if you have further questions, feel free to contact a 
Regional Education District Study Committee member or your local school board. 
 
Will any schools be opened or closed if we merge districts? What will this do to class sizes? 
 
Some residents have expressed concerns that by merging our school districts, we would create 
a “mega-district,” but our towns have less than 4,000 students total, and that number has 
declined over recent years. While we love our schools, we also spend more to support them 
than many other places that also offer high education quality, mostly due to declining 
enrollment. Research shows that districts with fewer than 2,000 pupils (like each of our districts 
currently) have higher per-pupil costs, while districts educating 2,000-4,000 pupils can balance 
costs to the taxpayer and offer more educational opportunities without overwhelming the 
capacity of the board and administration. (For a recap of the research, please see the paper 
“When Is Small Too Small?” linked from the “Related Documents” page of the RED website — 
www.redstudy.wordpress.com.) 
 
The student-to-teacher ratios in each of our schools are currently in line with state guidelines. 
Therefore, there is no plan to close any schools. In addition, the proposed Articles of 
Agreement specifically state that no school can be closed for at least four years. While declining 
enrollment is a current challenge for the Westford School, the total number of students in 
Westford still places it as a “mid-sized” Vermont school. Your local school will still be there for 
your community! 
 
Furthermore, it is quite easy for Essex High School, which has experienced an approximately 25 
percent reduction in students over the last decade, to absorb additional students from 
Westford or other municipalities. But each of the elementary and middle schools has enough 
students that their population could not easily be absorbed into the other schools. 
There is also no plan to construct any new schools. A unified school board might decide to use 
the increased efficiency and resources of a unified district to explore new placement options, 
but doing so would involve rearranging the use of current buildings rather than new 
construction. (Regardless, any new construction would need to be approved separately by 
voters.) 
 
Because there is no plan to open or close any schools, class sizes should remain stable in a 
unified district. After the merger, board members and parents would be free to explore grades 
K-8 school choice or redistricting as options to spread the student population more equably 
among schools. This would lessen the need to alter staffing from year to year. 

http://www.redstudy.wordpress.com/


 
 
In a unified district, there will be many fewer school board members. Will the workload be 
manageable for them? How will I have input? 
 
Much of the workload for school board members is set by the state on a district-level basis. For 
instance, every school board must conduct an annual audit. Therefore, if our towns operate 
fewer districts, there will be less work of this kind to be done. (The board also will not need to 
conduct inter-district business, such as CCSU billing Westford for services provided.) There will 
be a smaller number of board members serving the same number of students and families, but 
the building-level administrators, such as principals, with whom much family contact occurs, 
will remain unchanged. The smaller number of board members should mean that it is easier to 
find candidates for the school board and conduct competitive campaigns, so that your vote will 
have a real impact on the ideas, vision and direction of school board policy. 
 
Many things about the new district will work just as they always have; for instance, PTO being 
organized at the school level, parents being encouraged to volunteer in their local school, 
school property being available for use by community groups, and the work of the school board 
being guided by state legislation and the will of local voters. The new school board, which 
would be elected by all of the three communities’ voters on the date of the ballot to determine 
whether unification should occur, will simply be able to accomplish at once things that now 
have to occur as many as three times in parallel (for instance, setting up procedures for access 
to universal preschool for 3-to-5-year-olds as stipulated in Act 166) before they are final, due to 
having four separate boards. 
 
Each community would elect members to the new school board based on the percentage they 
make up of the total unified district population. Essex Town and Essex Junction would each 
have four seats and Westford would have two seats sharing one vote, with representation 
adjusted according to each federal census. As with any public board, it is the responsibility of 
school board members to listen carefully and actively to ensure that the best interests of all 
children and residents in the district are being met. To date, the separate boards have enjoyed 
a strong working relationship and shared decision making across numerous policy issues that 
impact each of our communities as well as on the existing joint board. Since our three 
communities already share governance through the Chittenden Central Supervisory Union (for 
Essex Junction and Westford) and U#46 (for the high school), there is a long and respectful 
history of collaboration and joint decision making. 
 
It is important to remember that every community resident may still attend board meetings 
and have their voice and concerns or ideas heard at any time. At present, with declining 
enrollment, filling the existing board seats across multiple school boards is challenging for our 
communities. The new school board would ensure strong governance while also allowing 
numerous opportunities at the local level for community engagement. 
 
How will school choice work? What school will my child attend? 



Limited school choice is available to all Vermont students under Act 77. A high school student 
can apply for a slot at a different high school through a lottery. No tuition changes hands, which 
is different from the current system in Westford, where grades 9-12 have full school choice. 
Westford students may choose any high school, but the taxpayers pay tuition, which varies 
from school to school. Current Westford high-schoolers attending schools other than Essex High 
School would be grandfathered under a unified district, but younger students would participate 
in the Act 77 school choice process. However, it is important to know that lottery slots available 
under Act 77 (allowing students to attend another public high school instead of Essex High) are 
currently underutilized due to Essex High’s strong student outcomes. As a result, it appears that 
even if Westford students continued to select other high schools at the same rate as in recent 
years (roughly 30 percent of Westford students), sufficient lottery slots would be available for 
the foreseeable future to those students seeking school choice. 
 
Beginning with the 2018-2019 school year, the board of a unified district would have the option 
to allow some school choice within the district in grades pre-K-8. For instance, they might allow 
an Essex student to apply to attend Westford, or they might set up different learning themes at 
Founders and Fleming. Redistricting would also be an option at that time, to respond to 
changes in population distribution and make the most efficient use of available spaces and 
staffing. However, again, these decisions would not involve the closing of any existing schools. 
 
Questions about details 
 
Some details of the unification process are set, and others would be the responsibility of a new 
board. For instance, we know the necessary timeline for unification, since that is set by the 
state: a vote in November 2015 would allow a new board time to get organized before taking 
over operation of the unified district in July, 2017. Part of that organizational process will 
involve determining the dates for future budget votes, the location of administrative offices, 
etc. Other decisions will be made by the superintendent of the new district, such as snow days, 
just as those decisions are currently made (in duplicate) by the Essex Town superintendent and 
the CCSU superintendent. The board and administration will be working to smooth out any 
friction between policies, rather than trying to remake everything from scratch. 
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