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This Guide is structured as a companion document to the Vermont 
Agency of Education’s Facilitating and Achieving Joint Ventures and 
Mergers Under Act 153/Act 156: A Manual for School Districts and 
Merger Consultants. While the Manual is intended as the more 
in-depth resource, this Guide is designed as an abbreviated and 
practical stepping-off place for school leaders as they begin the 
important dialogues over options for altered governance structures 
affecting local and regional education. Electronic copies of this 
document are available at www.vtvsba.org
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In Vermont, we have a history of adapting our structures to respond to 
changes in society and to address the needs of our students and citizens. 
We are at a point in time that once again calls upon us to re-imagine 
our education governance system, one characterized by more than 300 
governing bodies serving fewer than 85,000 students.

Vermont’s schools are in a period of unprecedented transformation as we 
adapt to meet the needs of today’s students. Advances in technology and 
brain science are challenging us to re-think practices in all aspects of our 
education system from classrooms to boardrooms. 

We’ve done this before.

In 1892, Vermont underwent a dramatic change in the structure of education. 
After more than a century of governance centered on hamlets and rural 
crossroads, Vermont adjusted its organization of education to adapt 
to a world that was changing due to revolutions in transportation and 
communication. In a single act, the Legislature moved Vermont from a state 
with 2,500 schools, each with its own school board, to a state with fewer than 
300 local boards. At the time, it was felt that town-based districts would offer 
broader opportunities for children at a reasonable price.

In the 1960’s, the advent of the interstate highway system brought an influx 
of new residents to the state. This increase in population came at a time 
when the Soviets’ launch of Sputnik brought increased attention across the 
United States to the need for highly effective science and math programs. 
In response, Vermonters chose to create a number of union high schools. 
By combining efforts across neighboring towns, Vermonters were able to 
ensure their children went to schools equipped with modern laboratories, 
high-quality athletic facilities and auditoriums. Working together meant 
Vermonters could provide these benefits far more efficiently than if they 
were trying to duplicate similar facilities and educational resources in every 
town in Vermont.

Reasons to Consider

1



Guide | REDS, Mergers, Ventures

Strategic Solutions and Opportunities

Vermont is once again at a threshold moment with respect to its education 
governance system. Multiple forces are converging to challenge us to re-think 
our structure for education. The following conditions, if not already present at the 
local level, will be difficult to avoid. 

// OUR SCHOOLS.
Our schools have to be able to prepare our children to thrive in the world that 
awaits them. We are no longer simply preparing our children for life and work 
within the borders of a town, but for success in their region, state, nation and 
across the globe. 

// OUR STRUCTURE.
Our current cost structure is pushing the limits of sustainability. Despite our 
signifi cant decline in student enrollment over the past twenty years, we continue 
to see property taxes rise at a dramatic pace. Even though we have among 
the highest per pupil spending fi gures in the country, we may fi nd ourselves 
signifi cantly cutting quality as tax pressures continue. We simply do not have the 
ability to fl exibly deploy resources to assure the highest quality education at a 
reasonable cost. 

// OUR LEADERSHIP.
We have a leadership crisis. We must attract and retain top quality leaders if we 
are to achieve our ambitious education goals. In the past year, we have seen 
30% of superintendents and principals leave their positions. Some retired and 
others left for positions in systems where roles and responsibilities were more 
clearly delineated, respected and adhered to. The current pools of high-quality 
candidates are shallow, jeopardizing our ability to assure leadership excellence. 
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Given this backdrop, the Vermont General Assembly has created a number of 
opportunities for leaders to consider as they evaluate various approaches to 
the governance of their communities’ schools. Three fundamental questions to 
compare your “current condition” with available governance alternatives are: 
 

Your intimacy with data is necessary to meaningfully commence local 
conversations. District student achievement data and school budget trend 
information can be obtained through the superintendent. The Agency of 
Education provides school-district specific trend data on student enrollment, staff, 
and financial conditions, using this District Data Profile Tool. 

Would a governance change 
provide expanded learning 
opportunities for students?

Would a governance change yield 
cost-efficiencies for the benefit of 
taxpayers?

Would a governance change 
create improved scale, which will 
allow your system to respond 
to the needs of children and 
taxpayers more efficaciously?

provide expanded learning

yield cost-eff iciencies

create improved scale
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With data in hand, the following conversation “starter” questions over governance 
alternatives can help to frame the local analysis:

� “Upon changing to [insert governance alternative], how could we effectively 
provide or expand our educational offerings?”

� “Upon changing to [insert governance alternative], would we be able to more 
responsibly employ, retain, and deploy our personnel?”

� “Upon changing to [insert governance alternative], in what ways could we better 
address educational inequities within our jurisdiction(s)?”

� “Upon changing to [insert governance alternative], what specific resources 
previously expended on governance functions could be redirected to educational 
purposes?”

� “Upon changing to [insert governance alternative], how would we be more 
efficiently structured for (and accessible to) students and citizens?”

� “Upon changing to [insert governance alternative], in what specific ways could the 
important work of school governance and administration be more personally and 
professionally rewarding for purposes of sustained leadership?”

� “Upon changing to [insert governance alternative], in what precise ways can we 
demonstrate proper stewardship in maximizing our available resources?” 

Thoughtful and thorough answers 
to these questions will require time
and study. 
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The Options
The available options among Regional Education Districts (REDs), mergers and 
joint ventures are varied, and are dependent on some fundamental conditions:

• The entity’s current governance status;
• The entity’s potential partner(s); and,
• Upon defining its needs and interests, the entity’s desired state.

Following are summaries of the principal options.

Merger
Regional Educational School District (RED).
School districts (including Union Districts) may merge to form a Unifi ed Union School District, 
responsible for all (PreK-12 grades). Typically, RED criteria include a minimum student count 
measured as Average Daily Membership (ADM) of 1,250; OR a merger of four or more school 
districts. [Case study: Mountain Towns RED.] Groups of districts that do not meet the size re-
quirements may petition the State Board of Education for a waiver.

Of special note, in 2012 the General Assembly expanded eligibility for merger incentives by creat-
ing a scenario under which districts within a supervisory union, some offering choice and others 
that would combine to operate grades prek-12, can form two merged districts. One new district 
would combine districts offering choice in a set of grades. The other would operate schools 
providing education in all grades. The districts would be eligible for RED incentives. Each new 
district must be formed by the merger of at least two existing districts. Each new district must 
meet all of the criteria for the formation of a RED except for the size criteria. One of the new dis-
tricts must provide education in all elementary and secondary grades by operating one or more 
schools. The new districts taken together must satisfy the size criteria for a RED. It is not neces-
sary for every district in a supervisory union to participate in the merger process.
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Merger
Union School District
A Union School District is formed when two or more school districts join together to create a 
new district that owns and operates schools for a specifi c range of some (but not all) grades 
and is governed by a (Union District) school board. Local district boards remain intact to govern 
the remaining grades not included in the Union School District. It is permissible for local districts 
to belong to multiple Union School Districts; if all grades are included in this arrangement, the 
local board may be dissolved. [Case study example: any Vermont Union High School District.] 

Merger
Unifi ed Union School District
Two or more school districts establish a single PreK-12 school district. 

Merger
Modifi ed Unifi ed Union School District (MUUSD)
A MUUSD results when a simple majority (but not all) of the members of a Union School District 
votes to form a PreK-12 district. Requirements for the formation of a MUUSD are two-fold: all 
member districts of the Union District must vote on the proposal AND a majority of the mem-
ber districts (or any number of districts required by the report) votes in favor of establishing a 
Unifi ed Union School District. The subsequent responsibility of the MUUSD is the provision of 
education in the grades previously offered by the Union District to all member districts that were 
members of the Union, and to provide PreK-12 education to all member districts so voting in 
favor of the MUUSD. [Case study example: Chittenden East Supervisory Union.] 

Joint Contract School
Two or more districts jointly operate a school. A school board (comprised of board members 
from each of the involved districts) governs the Joint Contract School, but the Joint Contract 
School unto itself does not constitute a district. [Case study examples: Athens/Grafton Joint 
Contract School and Barstow Joint Contract School.]

Joint Activity
This is a very broad category, in which two or more entities formalize a shared activity, function, 
or service. While not an exhaustive list, examples could include sharing an educational offering, 
common physical infrastructure, sharing or shared centralized functions (i.e., purchasing, ac-
counting, human resources, safety and security, information technology, food services, payroll, 
accounts payable, transportation, property services and maintenance functions, etc.).
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FAQ Frequently Asked Questions

q 
a

Who should start the conversation?

The most logical venue is a board meeting; whether it is a lo-
cal board meeting or a supervisory union board meeting is situ-
ational. It is appropriate for either the board or superintendent to 
request the agenda item. Also, a joint board meeting between or 
among prospective project partners may be appropriate. 

With whom can we talk to help organize our thinking?

- Vaughn Altemus, (Agency of Education Mergers Liaison)
- Greg Glennon, Esq. (Agency of Education General Counsel)
- Stephen Dale, VSBA Executive Director [consultation services to 
member districts]
- Jeffrey Francis, VSA Executive Director [technical support]
- A number of consultants and attorneys are providing services to 
study committees. The VSBA can help with identifying possible 
consultants, as can the Vermont Agency of Education.

What’s a good starting place?

If uncertain of which precise direction to proceed, the Joint Ser-
vices Facilitation Grant (up to $5,000) can be a helpful initial 
resource. Its general applicability can allow for broad exploration 
of activities without required commitments. 

q

q 

a

a
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What results might we expect from changed governance?

The potential results vary and will be infl uenced by circum-
stances of the districts involved and specifi cs of the governance 
changes. Among the potential results include improved account-
ability for student outcomes, expanded educational options, 
fi nancial savings, greater strategic options for personnel (recruit-
ment, hiring, deployment and retention), enhanced economy of 
scale for operations, reduced board, superintendent and princi-
pal turnover, stronger position for grant and revenue streams, 
and reduced fi nancial exposure for small districts.

What expertise is needed to support a study?

This depends on two factors: the project’s objective and inter-
nal (organizational) capacity. At a high order, expertise (often 
involving multiple individuals) in the areas of group facilitation, 
educational programming, fi scal analysis and legal support are 
common needs. 

Are study grants automatic?

No. There are grant application, approval, and reporting require-
ments.

How do we address predictable public questions about school 
closures, board composition, school building ownership and 
school choice?

Some issues are elective, while others are not. Vaughn Altemus 
of the Vermont Agency of Education is a helpful resource for 
these kinds of specifi c questions.

q   

q 

q 

q   

a

a

a

a
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Are we eligible for more than one grant or incentive?

It depends. Some grants can segue to another, while others are ter-
minal. Facilitation grants are restricted to certain circumstances, and 
may be reduced by a prior grant’s expenditures. 

What is the signifi cance of the July 1, 2017 sunset date?

Current law is clear that the current grants and incentives opportuni-
ties are repealed on July 1, 2017. Through “backward calendar map-
ping,” a number of activities need to be considered to satisfy both 
technical and practical deadlines. These may include initial local (in-
cluding inter-board) conversations, multiple grant/incentive phases, 
study committee formation and report generation, State Board ap-
provals, voter consideration, and time necessary to effectuate a suc-
cessful transition. For most projects a commonly held opinion is that 
a full twelve months is the minimum time necessary for a purposeful 
transition, leaving July 1, 2016 as an operational target date to com-
plete the foundational activities.

Who makes what decisions?

In cases involving governance adjustments, an affi rmative vote of 
the electorate is generally required. Many joint activity decisions fall 
within the powers of the board. Some decisions fall under the pur-
view of the State Board of Education.

What happens if we are in mid-study and the General Assembly pass-
es a bill that is inconsistent with our pending direction?

While the actions of the General Assembly are diffi cult to predict, rele-
vant legislation introduced since the passage of Act 153 has demon-
strated a respect for the work in this area completed and in progress. 

q 
a
q   

q   

q   

a

a

a
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If no post-study action is taken, will the work have been a waste of 
time?

This is a subjective question as the quality of the dialogue has 
its own value. Regardless of outcome, past reports from boards 
and administrators frequently cite resulting upsides including 
heightened understandings of available options, more intimate 
understandings of existing educational and fi scal conditions, and 
expanded relationships within and between boards. 

Where can I get more detailed information?

See the “Resources” section starting on page 15 of this Guide.

q 

q 

a

a
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Grants & Incentives

Grant? 
Up to $5,000 (reimbursement)

Activities? 
Facilitation, legal and consulting services

Who?
Two (or more) supervisory unions or two (or more) school districts

Purpose? 
Initial exploration of the value of providing services or performing duties jointly, which 
may include community engagement and lead to the identifi cation of possible joint 
action, including the provision of shared programming, the operation of a joint contract 
school, the merger of supervisory unions, or the creation of union school districts.

Commitment?
None

Future constraints? 
None 

Sunsets?
July 1, 2017

Reference? 
Revenue Code 3714 (Act 156)
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Grant?   
Up to $10,000 (reimbursement)

Activities?  
Legal and other consulting services 

Who? 
Two (or more) supervisory unions or two (or more) school districts or one (or more) 
district(s) and one (or more) supervisory unions

Purpose? 
(1)  Detailed analysis of the advisability of providing services or performing duties 

jointly that will result in a measureable increase in opportunities for students and 
a decrease in costs, or

(2)  transitional costs necessary to enter into and implement agreements, to provide 
those services or perform those duties jointly; or 

(3)  both.

Commitment? 
None

Future constraints? 
Not eligible for further grant reimbursements for the same proposal

Sunsets?  
July 1, 2017

Reference?  
Revenue Code 3715 (Act 156)
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Grant? 
Up to $20,000 (reimbursement)

Activities? 
Legal and other consulting services

Who? 
Study Committee

Purpose? 
Analyze the advisability of creating a union school district or a unifi ed union school 
district 

Commitment? 
Preparation of a report (for requirements see 16 VSA § 706b; for fi nal report details see 
16 VSA § 706c)

Future constraints? 
A subsequently approved transition facilitation grant (up to $150,000) will be reduced 
by expenditures consumed through this grant

Sunsets?  
July 1, 2017

Reference?  
Revenue Code 3718
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Grant? 
Equal to the lesser of (a) fi ve percent of the base education amount established in 
16 VSA § 4001(13) multiplied by the greater of (i) combined enrollment or (ii) the 
average daily membership of the merging districts on October 1 of the year in which 
the successful vote is taken; OR (b) $150,000

Activities? 
Transition expenses

Who? 
Districts in transition following voter approval of union, unifi ed union or interstate 
school district.

Purpose? 
To aid the success of voter approved mergers. (The creation of a joint contract school 
is not a merger)

Commitment? 
Contact the Agency of Education for reporting obligations.

Future constraints? 
Expenses previously reimbursed through the merger study grant will reduce the RED 
transition facilitation grant

Sunsets?  
July 1, 2017
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Grant? 
Equalized homestead property tax rates OR a RED incentive grant

Who?   
The RED district. including variants of Modifi ed Unifi ed Union Districts and an elementary 
union district created out of a majority of elementary district members of a high school union. 
It is noteworthy that some mergers may not reach the minimum qualifying threshold for this 
incentive due to too few involved districts or affected students.

Purpose? 
This resource provides an incentive for districts to consider mergers.

Commitment? 
The chosen option shall be declared within the merger plan and the incentive made 
available upon merging.

Equalized homestead property tax rates. 
For each year after the effective date of merger:

• First year:  $0.08
• Second year:  $0.06
• Third year:  $0.04
• Fourth Year:  $0.02

Household income percentage shall be calculated accordingly.

During the years in which a RED’s equalized homestead property tax rate is decreased, the rate 
for each town with the RED shall not increase or decrease by more than fi ve percent in a single 
year. 

OR

 RED incentive grant
During the fi rst year after the effective date of the merger, the RED board receives an incentive 
grant equal to $400 per pupil based on the combined enrollment of the participating districts 
(October 1 count of the year in which the successful vote was taken). If elected, this grant is in 
addition to the September 10, December 10, and April 30 normal education fund payments.
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Common Level of Appraisal
Regardless of the option elected, the CLA (beginning on the date of the effective merger) shall 
be calculated independently for each town within the RED (for purposes of determining the 
homestead property tax rate for each town).

Future constraints? 
None (see prior note about merger study grant)

Sunsets? 
July 1, 2017. (A prior provision affecting the applicability of this grant for joint contract schools 
only applied to specifi c actions occurring in FY’12 or FY’13.)
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The Resources
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Vermont Agency of Education
Vaughn Altemus
Vaughn.altemus@state.vt.us 
School Finance and Mergers
153/156 Liaison
(802) 479-1744

Vermont School Boards Insurance Trust
Laura Soares
laura@vsbit.org
President/CEO
(802) 223-5040 ext. 208
 

Vermont School Boards Association
Stephen Dale
sdale@vtsba.org 
Executive Director
(800) 244-8722

1. 2014 Situational Analysis (powerpoint) and Secretary Holcombe’s 2014 VSA/VSBA 
Presentation (powerpoint)

2. 16 V.S.A. § 571. Contracts to construct and operate joint schools
3. 16 V.S.A. § 572. Joint boards for joint, contract, or consolidated schools
4. 16 V.S.A. Chapter 11: Sub-Chapter 4: Union School Districts (§ 701 et seq).
5. Act 153 of 2010 
6. Act 156 of 2012
7. Agency of Education RED Template
8. Agency of Education Application for Study Grants
9. For samples of past study reports (including Articles of Agreement) contact Trevor 

Lewis at the Agency, trevor.r.lewis@state.vt.us or visit: http://education.vermont.gov/
laws/2010/act-153. 

Vermont School Boards Association
Nicole Mace
nmace@vtvsba.org
Assistant Director and General Counsel
(800) 244-8722

Vermont Superintendents Association
Jeff rey Francis
jfrancis@vtvsa.org
Executive Director
(802) 229-5834

Vermont Principals’ Association
Ken Page
kpage@vpaonline.org
Executive Director
(802) 229-0547


