
Act 46 School Consolidation Study Committee 
Public Forum 

Montpelier High School 
21 March 2017 

 
Present: 
Committee members: Jon Guiffre, Roxbury School Board, chair; Nancy Reid, Montpelier 

public member; Ryan Zajac, Roxbury School Board; Tina Muncy, Montpelier School 
Commissioners; Jim Murphy, Montpelier School Commissioners; Paul Carnahan, 
Montpelier public member; Steve Hingtgen, Montpelier School Commissioners. 

Also: Steve Dale, consultant; Grant Geisler, business manager, Montpelier Schools; Brian 
Ricca, superintendent, Montpelier Schools; Laurie Gossens, superintendent, WSSU. 

 
Meeting was called to order at 7:03 pm by chair. 
 
Presentation to the public by Steve, Tina, and Jon. 
 
About 35 people were in the audience from both Roxbury and Montpelier 
 
Explanation from Steve Dale: Montpelier is a supervisory district: it has one board and one 
superintendent. Roxbury is in a supervisory union of with just two districts. These are the two 
simplest forms of supervisory organization possible. Some towns have many districts in one 
supervisory union. Act 46 is trying to simplify this structure, among other things. 
 
Questions from the audience: 
What disadvantages do you see? Answer from Steve H.: Integration challenge. Make sure that 

we have equity. Snow days or mud days. Administrative challenges; dealing with food 
service, for example. Purview of the committee is to put forth a plan to deal with the 
first year. There will be a new school board that will figure out the details during the first 
year. Clarification from Paul: The old school boards will continue to operate their 
districts during the 2017-18 school year while the new school board meets to figure out 
details of merged district. Students will start attending merged schools in September 
2018. 

 
Larger scale educational disadvantages? Isn’t losing tuitioning option a disadvantage for 

Roxbury? Answer: Roxbury has reconciled itself to losing the tuition option.  It is too 
expensive to continue. 

 
What is busing time for kids from Roxbury? Depends on bus route. 
 
Any kids from Roxbury at MHS now?  No. 
 
Eliminate any teachers in Roxbury? Yes, one and add one in MPS. 
 



What about grandfathering tuitioned students? What if only tuitioned 11th and 12th graders? 
Would that be a deal breaker? Answer (Jon): Yes. There hasn’t been a district where this 
has happened. Clarification from Paul: The budget presented is a worst-case scenario; 
there could be opportunities for participation in the state school choice program and 
the Montpelier-U32 exchange program that would reduce this cost 

 
What if enrollment drops more?  What if Roxbury Village School is no longer viable?  Answer: 

Future board would have to grapple with that.  The study committee could write in 
articles that would guide what would happen if school needed to close. There could be 
growth in Roxbury. 

 
Could Montpelier students have choices of going to Roxbury for elementary? Answer: Future 

board would have to decide this. 
 
Is this the right age cutoff for Roxbury kids to go to school? Answer (Jon): That is the only 

option; RVS can’t operate a middle school. 
 
Benefits for MPS students seem very wishy-washy. How would the rural location benefit 

students at MPS? Benefits are much clearer for Roxbury. What are the benefits for 
Montpelier? Answer: If we had more kids in high school could offer more courses. 

 
Don’t underestimate the complications of busing.  Starting times even among students at 

MSMS is uneven. It can take MPS students 45 minutes to get from MSMS to home on 
Terrace Street. 

 
How does consolidation create staff stability in Roxbury? Answer (Jon): It gives us the 

opportunity to offer a position in a more stable district. Being part of a bigger staffing 
pool gives flexibility. Steve Dale: From a state-wide perspective, there would be a big 
savings to education fund. 

 
What was the thinking of Roxbury not going with Northfield?  Answer (Jon): State wouldn’t let 

them merge with neighboring Orange county towns.  Could have been advisable to 
Northfield/Williamstown merger, but Roxbury was worried about becoming collateral 
damage in that merger. They wouldn’t have had any say at the table. If the 
Northfield/Williamstown merger goes down, Roxbury would be stuck out in the woods 
without a partner. 

 
Why not Montpelier join U-32? Answer: Complicated. Basically, Montpelier has made overtures 

in the past but U-32 has not been ready.  U-32 towns are trying to figure things out 
amongst themselves first. 

 
If we don’t merge, would it be possible that state would leave us alone? Answer: Yes. 
 
Comments: 



Mary Alice Bisbee: Wonderful idea. She was a tuitioned student from Waitsfield to MHS in the 
1950s. 

 
Seems that we are saying that we are so sophisticated in Montpelier that we don’t have any 

ideas of rural living. We live in Vermont after all. Roxbury wouldn’t be bringing that 
much to our schools. 

 
Makes more sense than I thought it would. Numbers look good. 
 
Makes sense for Roxbury. Will make Roxbury more attractive for young people coming to 
Vermont. Most concerned about the transition in fifth grade but that’s not a reason not to go 
forward. 
 
At first had no idea why people would do this, but this has very elucidating. Now understand 
why this is being considered. 
 
Question: Hasn’t the state used congruency as a criterion when approving mergers? Would the 
state oppose this? Approve it? Answer (Steve Dale): state board would welcome this. When 
delegation from the study committee went to talk to the state Agency of Education they didn’t 
say to wait for Northfield/Williamstown vote; they said go ahead with our study. 
 
Question: What if this merger is a failure? Is it set in concrete? Can we get out of it? Answer: If 
one district wants out, the others have to agree. 
 
Discussion of possible proposed governance model (5 members on new school board from 
Montpelier with two votes each; 2 members on new school board from Roxbury with .5 votes 
each); study committee still needs to look at this further. 
 
Question: Closing achievement gap in Montpelier is a current goal. How would this be affected? 
Answer (Steve H.): As our population becomes more diverse we will become better at doing it. 
 
Brian Ricca: What’s good for Roxbury is going to be good for Montpelier and is going to be good 
for the state system. We are in a state-funded system. Moving into a supervisory union board 
model would be a step backwards for Montpelier. If every district becomes a supervisory 
district in the state and saves $600,000 like this proposed district, it would be a big deal for the 
state. Best Tier 1 education is what we are trying to achieve in our district. 
 
Question: Would the Montpelier business manager vote for this merger if he were a Montpelier 
voter? Answer (Grant): Big supporter of Act 46. Testified in favor of it at State House. Helped 
guide the merger of Essex and Westford before coming to Montpelier. Just found out that that 
merger did not save as much as anticipated. There are assumptions that are built into the 
model. Most are good, but there are “other assumptions” listed in model. Worried that there 
are too many unknowns. Would be nervous about the unknowns.  Would not vote for merger. 
 



Brian Ricca: I would not be in favor of a .4 principal or .2 nurse (part of the “other assumptions” 
in the model). Would be advocating for more personnel in the new district.  
 
 Respectfully submitted, 
 
 Paul A. Carnahan, clerk 
 
E-mail comments received after the meeting: 
 
Hello all, 
Thank you for conducting the informative meeting on the Montpelier/Roxbury school merger.  We have a 
few observations that we would like to offer. 
 
1. As you may have surmised from our questions, we think the Roxbury folks' insistence on 
grandfathering the school choice for students rising to grades 5-12 needs some revisiting and 
renegotiation.  We can see some room for compromise here, perhaps allowing those rising to grades 
11and 12 in the year that the merger would take effect would be allowed to remain where they are; 
perhaps being even more generous to allow students rising to grades 10-12 may remain.  But we see 
almost no advantage to Montpelier in the short term if Montpelier has to postpone a full merger until the 
students currently in 5-12 have a choice of where to go with tuition paid by the new district.   
 
We do not see the point of the objection from the Roxbury resistance to abandoning or modifying  the 
grandfather clause.  Almost all the advantage in this proposal is on the Roxbury side.  As your handout 
shows, Roxbury school taxes go down dramatically, while the Montpelier school taxes are hardly 
affected.  The grandfather clause postpones Montpelier tax payers gaining the full benefit of an increase 
of the per-pupil grant from the state. Roxbury is the community that has proposed this arrangement, so 
why are they holding back on sending their children to our middle and high schools?  One of the Roxbury 
school board members noted that all the parents are going north towards Montpelier during the day, so 
why send the children south (or east, or west)? And if we must construct a transportation system to 
accommodate the Roxbury students, isn't it more cost effective to have it carry more than just a few 
students in the first 5 years?  
 
So, we would propose that if Montpelier goes forward with this, it should be on condition that only those 
students already in a high school other than Montpelier be allowed to remain where they are in the year 
that the merger takes effect.  If Montpelier cannot get agreement on that, we would be inclined at this 
time, and without further explanation and good reasons to the contrary, to vote against the merger. 
 
2.  We think the issue of transportation has to be worked out in greater detail before any proposal is put 
forward to voters.  This is one of the big ticket items and one of the most difficult practical problems that I, 
with limited information or understanding of all the details, see facing the operation of the merger.  How 
much will a transportation plan cost?  How much time will students spend on the bus each way each 
day?  Will there be a few pick-up and drop-off points or will there be a complicated route?  How many 
runs each way?  We heard from Montpelier families that school starting times vary, depending on 
students' participation in special programs or classes that start before the regular school day.  These, we 
understand, are voluntary and involve extra expense to the parents.  But will the Roxbury students be 
prevented from participation because of the transportation plan?  Similarly, we heard at the meeting that a 
"late bus" would have to be planned to allow students from Roxbury to participate in after-school 
activities.  And if there is a bus coming from Roxbury, will there be opportunities for Montpelier students 
on the route to get picked up and dropped off?   
 
3. Sup't. Ricca and Business Manager Geisler raised some concerns about the staffing at the Roxbury 
elementary school, suggesting that it would be important to have at least a .6 FTE principal and increases 
in other staffing.  Again, it seems important to know what we can anticipate for school costs as we go 



forward to a vote in both communities.   
 
4. Finally, I noted in today's Times Argus that the stalemate in negotiations in U-32 means that "a briefly 
discussed merger between Washington Central communities and Montpelier could re-enter the 
conversation."  How would that affect the conversations you have been having with Roxbury?   
 
Thank you for the hard work you have done so far on this issue.  I look forward to hearing more as 
discussions continue; and if possible, I would like to hear from you in reply to my comments. 
 
Michael and Nancy Sherman 
 

Hi Paul, 

      I'd like to thank you and the merger study committee for the well-organized and informative public 
presentation on Tuesday evening.  I attended the meeting with an open mind, although I was curious 
about the why Roxbury selected Montpelier as a partner given that we are not neighbors and no Roxbury 
students chose to tuition to Montpelier schools.  In fact, of the approximately 33 Roxbury tuition students, 
19 attend U-32 high school.   After listening to the presentation and hearing from the public I have 
concerns about this odd marriage.  

     First, two issues worry me about busing: the unexpected costs and youngsters riding the bus to and 
from Montpelier for more than two hours daily. 

     Second, Roxbury benefits much more than Montpelier in initial tuition savings and overall tax 
savings.  And it was suggested Montpelier resources, which are limited, may be used to improve Roxbury 
school. 

     Third, the benefits to Montpelier do not warrant this merger.   Since Roxbury tuition students are 
grandfathered, Montpelier will see a meager increase in student count for the next five years, which was 
one of the key reasons for the merger. 

     Finally, at the end of the meeting I was surprised to hear the business manager oppose this merger 
based on financial risks to Montpelier.  Then, the superintendent suggested he would seriously consider 
hiring a full-time principal and nurse for 30 students at Roxbury because it shows "good leadership."  On 
the contrary, it shows fiscal irresponsibility.   

     After I left the meeting I wondered if Montpelier pursued this merger to protect against being forced by 
the Vermont Agency of Education to merge with another neighbor.  At this time, being a good neighbor 
means that Montpelier should reject this merger proposal in favor merging with U-32, Montpelier's real 
neighbor. 

George Olson 
 
 
Dear Tina, Jim, and Steve: 
  
Thank you for your efforts on the Montpelier-Roxbury 706 Study Committee and hosting the Community 
Forum on March 21.   I have been thinking about the discussion and the merger and am writing to share 
my concerns: 
  

- The Roxbury representatives discussed an alignment in values between the two school 
systems and communities.  However, he also explained that no Roxbury students are currently 
enrolled in Montpelier schools.  If the merger was a natural evolution of what families were 



currently choosing, I would feel differently.   The schools that Roxbury families are choosing 
include Harwood and U32 and NOT Montpelier.  If Roxbury could work with its neighbors, they 
could create a school system that is in line with what families want, as demonstrated by their 
actions. 
 

- The cost estimates do not appear to be realistic.  On the back of the agenda, the financial 
analysis describes “other assumptions.”  Can the central staff office really handle the merger 
“without increasing staffing?”  That would mean that the office has a lot of extra time on their 
hands, which I doubt is the case. 

 
 

- Similarly, as Superintendent Brian Ricca mentioned, partial FTEs in Roxybury don’t serve the 
kids that we are trying to help.  Staffing and costs would need to be increased. 
 

- This brings up the point that in the future, it may become clear that keeping the Roxbury 
School open is just not financially feasible.  Having a small, local school is important to 
Roxbury families, yet it could become a serious drain on our education system and Montpelier 
taxpayers.   Busing elementary school students to UES is counterproductive and undesirable 
for many reasons.  

 
 

- By merging the schools, we may be putting at risk the values that communities hold most dear 
AND creating difficult challenges for the school board and taxpayers to grapple with for years 
to come.   If Roxbury merged with its neighbors, the situation would not be so extreme and the 
possibility of sharing staff or physical resources would be realistic. 
 

In sum, Roxbury is in a bind because of the state rules around consolidation, the timelines, and the fact 
that Northfield and other neighbors moved forward on a different path earlier on.   For Roxbury, a merger 
with Montpelier seems like a great way out.  
  
My opinion after hearing the presentation is that a merger may solve Roxbury’s immediate crisis, but is 
not a good, long-term, sustainable solution for either community.  It is not an option that anyone would 
have chosen, but for the odd set of circumstances and timelines that created the problem in the first 
place. 
  
By entering into an illogical situation, we might help our neighbor in the short-term, but at the expense 
creating a sustainable and education system.  Can Roxbury go back to their neighbors or the state to 
figure out the best long-term solution for their families and kids?   For Montpelier, I see a lot of costs and 
challenges, with limited benefits. 
  
I look forward to hearing more from the Committee. 
  
Best regards, 
  
Laury Saligman 

 

 


