
Westford Has Much To Gain From School District Unification 

 

By Brendan Kinney 

 

On November 3, voters in Westford will join their neighbors in Essex Town and Essex Junction 

to consider forming a unified school district. While our communities have entertained this 

question in the past, the opportunities today are quite different. 

 

Many of the benefits described below would apply to residents of all three communities. But 

there are specific aspects of the proposal that were designed to protect and preserve those 

things that Westford residents told us were important to their community.  

 

Lower and More Stable Property Tax Rates 

Thanks to the incentives offered through Act 46, if voters approve a unified school district they 
can enjoy reductions to their property tax rates: 10 cents lower in the first year of a unified 
school district, 8 cents in the second, 6 cents in the third, 4 cents in the fourth, and 2 cents in 
the fifth year after unification.  
 

One school budget would be established with one equalized school tax rate assessed in all 
three communities. However, our education funding system is complicated by the need to 
apply a common level of appraisal to the equalized tax rate. This could mean that actual tax 
rates could differ depending on each community’s appraisals as they relate to the state-
determined full appraisal value. Income sensitivity rates would be the same in all three 
communities as they are not affected by appraised values. In prior years, tax rates varied 
greatly between our communities resulting in “winners” and “losers” under a merger.  Today 
our tax rates only vary by one or two cents, so everyone wins under a unified district structure.  
 

In addition, based on recent legislation, Westford will lose hold-harmless protection beginning 
in FY18 which will lead to a much lower pupil count and higher tax rate. This impact is greatly 
reduced under a merger since the tax rate will be calculated on the combined number of 
students in a unified district, and Essex Junction/Essex Town enjoy stable enrollment. Without 
merger Westford would lose it's hold harmless protection from declining enrollment.  
According to an analysis done by CCSU's CFO, if that protection had not been in place for the 
FY16 budget, the tax rate would have been $1.599 instead of $1.527. If a merged district had 
been in place in its first year in  FY16,  the tax rate would have been $1.445. Being part of a 
unified school district would provide Westford taxpayers with significant savings and help to 
preserve the quality of the Westford school. 
  
Of course, lower property taxes are music to everyone’s ears, but the additional benefit is that 
over time, a unified school district will result in cost savings and other financial efficiencies that 
can help stabilize tax rates into the future. 
 

Greater and Enhanced Opportunities for Students 



Although the benefits of a unified preK-12 curriculum will take time to be realized, a unified 

school district will be able to offer consistent educational opportunities for students in all of our 

schools, including Westford. A unified district could expand educational options for students 

(e.g. sharing equipment, technology and staff, flexibility in building use). Thanks to the benefits 

of scale and by tapping into the expertise of teachers and school leaders across a unified 

district, we can improve student outcomes and opportunities.   

 

Preservation of an Excellent Educational Resource 

Westford residents have many reasons to be proud of their school. One of the goals of a unified 

school district is to not just preserve everything that the community has worked hard to 

achieve, but to build upon it. A unified school district can better leverage the resources of a 

shared educational enterprise, reducing the pressure of ever-increasing costs so that the vitality 

of local schools can be maintained.  

 

The financial situation in Westford is unique relative to Essex Junction and Essex Town. While 

the FY16 school budget for Westford is lower than its FY09 budget, declining enrollment and its 

effect on tax rates is causing school taxes to increase at an alarming rate. Without merger, it is 

likely that the quality of the education available to Westford’s students will be compromised as 

taxpayers will be unlikely to support budgets that maintain programs due to the resulting tax 

increases. However, being part of a unified school district would change the situation 

dramatically and for the better. 

 

Controlling Our Own Destiny 

Act 46 requires all districts in Vermont that do not already meet the AOE’s desired 

characteristics (size and uniform education of all students in each grade pre-K to 12) to explore 

unification. If we do not merge voluntarily, our towns would need to conduct a self-study and 

make a case for why the current systems serve students better than a unified district. The 

school boards would also be required to meet with other boards and discuss collaboration. The 

AOE would then decide whether to mandate a merger in 2019. 

 

To realize the full benefits of a unified district, all three communities would need to vote “yes” 

on Nov. 3. Members of the study committee wholeheartedly want Westford to be part of this 

unified district, but a “no” vote by Westford residents would not prevent Essex Town and Essex 

Junction from forming a regional education district.  

 

So, what are the implications of a “no” vote by Westford residents? 

 



● Taxpayers would not be eligible for the property tax incentives being offered by the 

state.  Tax rates could continue to fluctuate unpredictably, jeopardizing high quality 

standards. 

● The Westford School would not realize the benefits of scale and efficiency that could be 

possible in a unified district, limiting the possibility of expanded or enhanced learning 

opportunities for students. 

● If Westford rejects the proposal outright, the State Board of Education could assign the 

Westford School to another district or supervisory union. 

 

Special Considerations 

As the Study Committee developed its proposal to form a unified school district, it took great 

pains to address specific concerns of the Westford community. They include: 

 

School Choice 

Westford students graduating from Grade 8 currently have school choice. So as not to 

disrupt the experience of those students, the Committee included a provision in the 

proposal that would “grandfather” school choice for Westford students until 2020. After 

that date, Westford students would matriculate to the Essex High School (Westford 

students would have the same access as other EHS students to possible choice under 

Act 77). 

      

School Closures 

No schools would be subject to closure as a result of this proposal. In fact, the proposal 

includes language that for at least four years no action would be taken to close any 

school buildings in a unified district. 

 

School Property    

However, in the event of any future school closures or reconfiguration, Westford would 

have the ability to take ownership of property for continued recreational and 

educational use.  

 

As you can see, the landscape of school district consolidation has changed considerably since 

the last time we debated this question. Also, the Committee, which included Westford 

residents Heidi Coppola and Martha Heath, worked diligently to address specific concerns of 

the Westford community. 

 

The question is the same, but the benefits of creating a unified school district are significantly 

different this time around. In the end, we’ll be better together! 

 



A series of public forums are being planned for Westford, Essex Town, and Essex Junction in the 

September and October. We’ll also continue to address frequently asked questions through 

articles like this one. Finally, all of the information and resources that the Committee 

considered in developed this proposal can be found on its website, 

http://redstudy.wordpress.com. 

 

Brendan Kinney is the chair of the Essex-Westford Regional Education Study Committee. 

http://redstudy.wordpress.com/

