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General Report to the Boards

We certainly have been very busy at the central office since I returned from medical leave on July 12th. I hope you all have enjoyed this gorgeous summer with fun and family. I am feeling very well. Mary Gow always says she hopes I am ready to dance, and I can report that I am ready to do that both literally and figuratively! Given the economic and political landscape, your superintendent will be afforded ample opportunities to dance with, dance around, and deliberately dance into any number of exhilarating challenges.

I find myself with much information to share with you and a number of updates to report on at this time. When that becomes the case, I will prepare a written report. I am happy then to discuss any of the information presented with you in more depth at a board meeting upon your request. As always, feel free to contact me by email or phone to chat or to set up a meeting so that we do not take up too much board time. I will apologize in advance for the length of the report and the attachments, but a lot is going on locally and on the state level. 
Employment and Labor Disputes:

The Human Resources functions and decisions of the WSSU are handled largely by Michelle Baker and I, since we do not have an HR Director. This is an area that I feel boards should receive information about even if the situation and/or occurrence did not come from your district for a couple of reasons. First, employee misconduct and labor disputes take an enormous amount of time when they arise, not only for Michelle and I, but for your administrators. Secondly, precedents can be set that will potentially affect each of the districts in the future, especially with unified master contracts. Thirdly, these cases can result in very expensive legal fees, serious damage with staff relationships and morale, and undesirable publicity that unfairly tarnishes the district’s reputation and clouds the very good work everyone is doing.

I feel this is possibly the most serious and important work that I do for you as your Superintendent. We can never know when a case will arise, and unfortunately it sometimes takes center stage and interferes with the other work of the WWSU. During the 2009-10 school year, I terminated five employees, four of which were a result of serious misconduct. None of these employees received references or any form of  a“buy out” from the district. Publicity was kept at a minimum, although the possibility existed throughout the entire school year that one of the case would “blow up at anytime”. The last of these five cases just concluded while I was out on leave.

On Friday July 22nd, I defended a case In Chittenden Superior Court on behalf of the WWSU. I did so without an attorney present because the risk was very minimal; it was small claims court with a maximum award of $5000.00 and our case was solid. It would have cost between $600.00-$1000.00 to be represented by legal counsel. Now if I am scaring you at this point, don’t fret. I did get some great “legal information” from two different lawyers for the price of a beer. Our Employment Agreement language was challenged under the premise that the terminated employee was not an at will employee, the agreement was dated and therefore we owed the employee the balance of the “contract”.  The case was straight forward.  The case was dismissed. The relevance however was substantial in that grant funded employees could not be terminated with the required notice, as is regular practice in all school districts in Vermont, if a different decision would have been rendered. A big thank you to Donarae Cook, since I dragged her along in the event I needed to call a witness given that I was not employed in the district during the duration of this individual’s employment.

During the 2009-10 school year, I heard four grievances and all were resolved at step 2 without mediation. The WWSU was in negotiations for teachers and support staff all year, and as you know both are continuing.

I would have liked to make more progress last year on some of my projects, especially The Administrative Guidebook and the Job Description Manual, but these labor relations pieces along with the overall work of the supervisory union just didn’t allow it.

We did develop and implement a supervision system for monitoring the completion of all teacher evaluations throughout the district. I am very pleased to report that all principals completed all evaluations that we scheduled. Our schools are completely operational with Pathwise and the Charlotte Danielson evaluation system that you invested in over the years. For one example, Harwood conducted and documented 120 informal classroom observations alone!

The Administrative Workgroup completed support staff evaluation tools at the very end of the year. Our next step involves sitting down with the association to get input, as is required by the master agreement. We should accomplish this in the fall and then we will present the tools to boards.     

The WWSU Data Workbook:

The data workbook is complete and ready for distribution. We have prepared bound hard copies for each board member and administrator. You will also receive it electronically sometime in September when it also will be put on our website. I will distribute hard copies at your August Board meetings, where I would like to do a simple 10-15 minute walk through to explain what I included and why. At the September and/or October meetings we can discuss the actual contents and analysis. I can spend as much or as little time at board meetings on this data project as you would like. Please just direct me as to how it will work best for your board.

Last year I tried to challenge boards and administrators to broaden the context around data collection and goal setting. I am hoping that this WWSU data workbook serves as a strong foundation of factual information that helps to inform our work as we go forward. I believe this is the first work in the district that breaks out student performance data by schools within our district and compares our students specifically to other middle schools and high schools throughout the state. I feel it is essential that we are certain exactly how we are doing before setting new goals and exploring possible consolidation options. Fortunately, we have enough longitudinal data for it to be relatively stable. This should help us determine trends and patterns that we will need to address. Since coming to the WWSU, I have heard much about people’s perceptions about how students perform. It will be interesting to see how and if those beliefs change as a result of the data, especially with our faculties.

The timing of the WWSU data workbook is important for another reason. Vermont is now one of 31 states moving forward with the adoption of the National Common Core of Standards. As far as we know, the Vermont Standards that we have been working so hard to implement, align and assess are very closely aligned with these new national standards. It is believed that states will able to compare student outcomes in more reliable and valid ways. However, this will be a major undertaking for our faculties and Sheila Rivers, Director of Curriculum. By 2014 the NECAP assessments will be replaced with required national assessments. This effort is referred to as The SMARTER Balanced Assessment and I suspect we will all be hearing about it in the news. This coincides with the reauthorization of NCLBA (No Child Left behind Act), which will bring new requirements, especially in assessment and reporting. Growth models are expected to replace AYP (Adequate Yearly Progress) measures. Supervisory Unions will have a considerable amount of work to do, including staff professional development in order to comply with these new regulations. School funding, especially Title I and the Consolidated Federal Programs grants will be contingent on doing this work.

Vermont State Board Strategic Plan Goals 2010-2015:

You may want to review the State Board’s strategic plan and Transformation documents since they no doubt will significantly influence all of our work going forward. Visit http://www.education.vermont.gov for more information. Attachment (#3) includes the draft plan for your easy reference.  

The Annual VT Leadership Academy at Killington:

As you know, I was in Killington all of last week at the VT Leadership Academy. Superintendents and principals from all over the state attend. I especially enjoy attending. The networking pays off in spades down the road, vendor exhibits highlight products and services, you learn what other supervisory unions are doing, and the training (18 hours of recertification credits) is excellent and cheap. In addition to the keynote speaker, we also heard from Commissioner Vilaseca and Senator Sanders. I attended the Legal Issues for 21st Century Leaders with Art Cernosia, Esq. I came away with a number of areas to develop some training around for our administrators and areas that need our attention. Some examples are:

· the legal requirements for written comprehensive school safety and student discipline plans in each school building

· the delivery and documentation of annual training requirements to staff

· the security challenges of electronic grading systems related to FERPA and the maintenance of records

· duty of care and negligence for administrators and staff

· investigations of inappropriate electronic use i.e.; sexting, cell phones, social meeting sites, etc.

· email correspondence and subpoenas, in particular violations of the open meeting law

· developing policies and procedures

· executive sessions of school boards

· establishing sub-committees

I learned that if a school board establishes a sub-committee, agendas AND meeting minutes need to be posted and maintained for every meeting, even if the sub-committee is advisory only. However, a Superintendent can commission a committee and this does not apply, even if a quorum of board members is in attendance, because it technically is not a committee of the board.  We are not consistent with warning board sub-committee meetings in WWSU, nor do we maintain those minutes.

The keynote speaker was Tony Wagner from Harvard University. He presented on “The Global Achievement Gap”. The main focus was in developing the seven survival skills for careers, college and citizenship with the “net generation” (referring to the internet) and dealing with student boredom in today’s schools. Much of what was shared is highly relevant to the transformation agenda and moving away from a content driven and tested curriculum. Did you know that the #1 complaint of colleges and businesses is that students do not know how to think? This was described as knowing how to ask the right questions and to communicate with a passion both orally and in writing. Tony highlighted what he believed to be the fact that American elementary schools for the most part are superior when compared globally, but our middle schools and high schools are in serious need of “Re-Invention”. 

The Seven Survival Skills addressed are:
1. Critical Thinking and Problem Solving

2. Collaboration Across Networks and Leading by Influence

3. Agility and Adaptability

4. Initiative and Entrepreneurialism

5. Effective Oral and Written Communication

6. Accessing and Analyzing Information

7. Curiosity and Imagination         

The Three Cornerstones of School “Re-Invention” are:
1.Holding Ourselves Accountable for What Matters Most

Testing versus attainment-track the % of students graduating persisting with post-secondary success.

Use The College and Work Readiness Assessment to assess analytic reasoning, critical thinking, problem-solving, and writing.

2. Doing the New Work: teaching & testing the skills that matter most

Start with the 4 C’s: Critical Thinking, Communication, Creativity, and Collaboration –in every class and at all grade levels.

3. Doing the New Work in New Ways


Every teacher on teams for collaborative inquiry


Video teaching, supervision, and meetings


Every student has an adult advocate for his/her success


Every classroom is built on rigor, relevance and relationships/respect

Attachment (#7)  is an article titled "Rigor Redefined" by Tony Wagner.
Middle School Research:

A topic that was catapulted to the forefront in our SU last year was educating our students in middle school. Administrators, Boards and the Executive Committee engaged in much dialog about both quality and cost. The WWSU data workbook will answer many of the questions raised about how our students are doing. You will see that they are doing very well at least when compared with other middle schools throughout the state. The challenge of course is how to be able to afford what we currently have with serious continuing, declining enrollment AND how to move forward with 21st century transformation in order to provide our students with the very best with reduced funding.

Sheila Rivers has collected a pile of valuable middle level research, especially around beliefs about configuration of the grades.  I will be attaching (#5)  the following pieces for your review if you are so inclined:


“Middle School is Not a Building: Educating Vermont’s Young Adolescents in the 21st Century”



Vermont Middle Grades Task Force 2009


“Middle School Entry Year and Student Behavior”  by Dan Laitsch (2007)


“Research in Support of Middle level Grade Configuration”



NMSA (Natl. Middle School Assoc.)


“School Grade Configuration: What is Best for Young Adolescents?”



New England League of Middle Schools


“Caught in the Middle: Middle Grades Seek a Bigger Stake in School Reform Debate”



By Rick Allen ASCD(Assoc. Supervision, Curriculum & Development) 2010

On August 31st from 1:00-5:00 Michelle Baker, Sheila Rivers, Donarae Cook, and I will join Tom Drake (CBMS) and Lisa Atwood and Duane Pierson (HUHS) to begin a feasibility study of middle school consolidation in WWSU. We will be mapping the schedules, and studying enrollment, class size, staffing, building capacity, etc. to determine if anything really is feasible. This is just a beginning. We will formulate a summary report of our work to present to the Executive Committee and local boards. Next, boards will need to set the direction and decide how much time and energy in the form of personnel resources they wish to devote to exploring consolidation and/or ACT 153, the Voluntary Merger Bill. 

There is no doubt that this will be a very tough year for budgeting given the economy, reduction targets, and two unsettled labor agreements. I am sure we will be required to become absorbed into serious “cutting” mode as we wrestle with these challenges. I did deliberately begin this report with a number of topics aimed at school quality and student outcomes. I sincerely hope that in these difficult times we can bring balance to the discussions; remembering that we have great schools that we would like to be even greater, possibly operating in different configurations with 21st century technologies, providing transformative opportunities for the students in the WWSU.

ACT 153: Voluntary School District Merger & Supervisory Union Duties Bill:
Several of you have asked me about the “incentives” and how this bill might move forward. The VSA will provide training in September, and I will keep you posted. Here is what I know to date:

Incentives for districts to merge into K-12 Regional Education Districts (REDs)


4+ districts or 1250 students (ADM)


Must operate schools at least K-6


Cost-benefit analysis must show cost and quality benefits


Reduced education tax rates for four years


The merger planning committee can be reimbursed up to $20,000.00 to plan the merger.

The RED would have the option to operate with two-year budgets during the first four years, and two or three year budgets thereafter with voter approval.

Conditions for Incentives:


A RED must operate at least one K-6 and at least one 7-12 school.

A RED cannot close a school within the first 4 years of operation without the consent of the electorate of the town.

The merger must include processes that provide opportunities for local participation in the creation of policies and budgets for the RED.

A RED will need to take specific steps when it assumes employment contracts of the participating districts.

The vote to merge must occur by July 1, 2017.

Effective July 1, 2012 the roles of supervisory unions and the duties of superintendents will change greatly, not just in districts that voluntarily merge. These changes will largely require SU’s to manage and provide services that currently may be offered by either the SU or individual districts regarding curriculum, special education, hiring, termination, and financial operations. 

ACT 146: Challenges for Change Budget Reduction Targets:
While I was in Killington, the reduction targets were received. I tried to send the entire spreadsheet to board members, since I thought you would be interested in how we faired compared to others. The file was quite large, and a few of you couldn’t receive it. If you go to the Vermont Department of Education website you can download or print a very usable shorter document with both the supervisory and individual school target reductions that were recommended.

I have heard from many of you asking me what I think. Well, we have already seen two revisions to the numbers (ours really didn’t change much). Bernie Sanders spoke about the 19.3 million expected to come to Vermont this year to “save teaching jobs” as part of the federal Education Jobs Bill. It is unclear as to whether this is intended to or will change these reduction recommendations. Furthermore, I am told that a number of districts are querying Brad James (DOE Ed Finance Manager) about the methodology used to calculate the targets.

Our process around the reductions has been to discuss if and how to move forward at the WWSU Executive Committee. Originally, we were told that we would receive one number as a SU target and it was up to us to decide how we might meet that. After quite a bit of push back, the DOE created recommended target reductions for each school based on a set of criteria. We will begin our local discussions of ACT 146 on August 11 at the WWSU Executive Committee Meeting from 5:30-8:30 in my office. I will provide ongoing updates at local board meetings as information becomes available. These are voluntary targets and Michelle and I will need to respond by December 15th as to whether our SU can meet them. As we discussed, budget season begins immediately in September for all of us. I am providing an attachment (#1) which includes the preliminary guidance I have received thus far. For those of you who want to explore the criteria they used to develop the algorithm, all that information is on the DOE website as well.

Michelle and I, along with all our administrators, will delve into this as soon as we can, so that we can fully answer your questions and bring some analysis to the numbers.  However, this will take some time and the priority is of course getting our buildings open. We need to determine the first steps together. August does not allow time for addressing ACT 146. It most likely will need to wait until September after all schools open and end of year financials have been reported on. Thank you in advance for your patience.

The first VSA training on this is September 2. The VSBA and VSA are planning regional information and training opportunities in Montpelier. The WWSU is scheduled on September 29 at 5:00 at the VSBA office at 2 Prospect Street in Montpelier. My understanding is they will cover both ACT 146 (reductions) and ACT 153 (consolidation). I will attend. It would be great if you could email me to let me know if we will have any board members attending.

If targets are not expected to be met after all supervisory unions report in December, the DOE must present a plan to the legislature in January 2011 to achieve the remaining savings in FY2012.

Further Information on both ACT 146 and 153 can be accessed through informational videos at 

http://www.vtvsba.org/leg2010 There are four titles; Voluntary School District Mergers, Supervisory Union Joint Agreements, Duties and Responsibilities, Education’s Challenge for Change, and Frequently Asked Questions.

WWSU Administrative Retreat:
Each year all the administrators in the WWSU spend two days at a retreat, learning, working together, and getting to know each other even better. This year we will be welcoming our new colleague in Fayston, Catherine Hayes. The agenda is not finalized yet, but it makes more sense to speak about our work in my next report after the retreat. For many years, the retreat was held at The Stoweflake. This year we decided to move the location within the district if possible, and fortunately thanks to the support of Adam Greshin from Warren, we will be at Sugarbush on August 16th and 17th.
Facilities:
This has definitely been a week of when it rains it pours! Late Thursday the septic system backed up at the central office and all the computers shut down. Michelle and I had planned to work at central office this weekend, but that wasn’t possible.  Smalldog actually had more water damage than we did, but the copier room and hallway flooded and the smell…oh well.  It wasn’t too bad on Saturday and they allowed us to use their upstairs bathroom. The computers are back up but “finicky”. Apparently the battery back-up leaked on the system; there’s a technical explanation for you, which is why we have Michelle! 

Today, Monday we learned the septic problem could not be easily corrected. Plumbers needed to be called, walls and carpets have been torn out, and we are all using one bathroom out in the warehouse. We have no copier (and may not for several days), so the attachments to this report will follow later.

On a brighter note, I interviewed the finalist candidate for our Director of Facilities position. Michelle reports that we had several very strong candidates with excellent references. Our hiring committee included board members and administrators very knowledgeable in facilities. I will recommend a candidate for hire at the Executive Committee meeting this week. I can tell you that our finalist candidate lives in Moretown and worked for several years at Sugarbush. If everything works out, I certainly can see how someone in this position, who is also a taxpayer in our community familiar with our budgets can be a real asset. Several board members have inquired about the possibility of coordinating bids for paving, painting, roofing, and other major projects going forward, which we can explore. Each school board has different needs with its facilities.
Legislative Contact Information:

Last year we spoke about having contact information for the Vermont Legislative Delegation readily available. Attachment (#2) provides this for you. Please let me know if it is helpful to you. If so, we will plan to update it each year.

Policy Work:

As you know last year we conducted a thorough inventory of policies in each district. Many of them date back to 2003 or later. Without a structured systems process for policy development and revision, most supervisory unions find themselves in this position. Next, we created a model where the administrators would do the work required to create the first draft of each policy, which then would be presented to the Executive Committee to take back to each individual board for input. All feedback would come back to the Executive Committee and we would finalize a “WWSU Model Policy” for local boards to consider. Each local board could tweak the WWSU model if they felt they needed to. Ultimately, as you know each local board has the responsibility and authority to adopt policy. The idea though is to get as much consistency as possible and to keep all districts up to date on both required, recommended and local policies.

For the most part, this system has and will continue to work well. After the development process and inventory was completed, the Admin. Team Workgroups didn’t really get started until January. We have about 8-10 completed policies ready to move to boards, which I am hoping to do for September board meetings beginning with MES on Sept. 7th. I feel we need to make two changes in our process this year, so that we can get moving faster.  The central office team will be responsible for keeping the record of where each board is in the process. This can get wild as we move multiple “batches” of policies and they become at different stages of warning, adoption and so forth. Secondly, I will develop the first draft to present to the other administrators for input, integrate their thoughts and edits and then we will move draft #1 to the Executive Committee. This will free up time for the administrators in their workgroups, give me more opportunity to address the necessary legal language sooner, and to make the newly required policies a priority.

**A Priority** Late last spring, following the work of  a study group commissioned by the legislature a decision was made to develop and implement protocols to deal with truancy. The back and forth on this has been confusing because sometimes the reference is made to “truancy policies”. The requirements are really that on a countywide basis truancy protocols/procedures are developed and implemented consistently. These protocols support the Attendance Policy that all schools are also required to have, which clearly identifies the statutory requirements of public school attendance. This work was different in that we needed to collaborate with the Department of Children and Families, the State’s attorney and the judiciary. Attachment (#4) includes these truancy protocols for your information. Remember all of Washington County will use these same procedures. Procedures and protocols do not need to be warned and adopted like policies do. I am also including a WWSU Model Attendance Policy. Each building administrator will need to verify that each district has the required Attendance Policy adopted by the local board. These protocols must be in place before the start of school. I needed to present them in July to the DOE while I was out in order to be in compliance, so I apologize for the after-the-fact on this one.  

Class Size Policies and Student-Staff Ratios

This is a new requirement on the horizon. We are to receive model policies for consideration by August 31st. Each SU and member district must adopt class size policies by January 15, 2011 specifying minimum and optimal class sizes. These policies are required to be posted to the supervisory union website and sent to the Commissioner of Education. We should plan for time on board agendas to discuss this in October.

The Commissioner of Education has been directed to study student-teacher and student-staff ratios in Vermont public school systems and report on cost effective student-to-staff ratios to the Legislature in January. As a result, we will have an increased requirement for data collection and reporting in this area throughout the fall. 

Technology:

Recently I learned about a major federal initiative that recommends enabling every student to learn through digital technology in school and at home, a 1-1 computing approach using cell phones, laptops, and other mobile-learning devices. The U.S. Department of Education has published the first ever National Educational Technology Plan, which can be found at http://edtechfuture.org  This plan outlines the big picture approaches U.S schools need to employ in teaching and learning to raise national college completion rates. The plan emphasizes the importance of leveraging technology to customize learning in order to create more compelling and engaging learning opportunities. It is suspected that significant funding in the form of competitive grants will be forth coming. Will we be ready? Should we try to be? Should we discuss the role of a WWSU Technology Director (not a practitioner with staff and students) like we did with facilities? Food for thought.  

Opening Day with  all the WWSU Staff:

Last year I focused on the R’s – rigor, relevance, relationships and risk taking. Much of my speech involved getting to know you types of things. A main message was encouraging out of the box thinking and creativity in today’s classrooms, since I didn’t have a district experience yet. For those of you that missed it, I concluded with a performance where I sang a reworked version of Proud Mary tailored to the WWSU with the fine accompaniment of a small HUHS staff band. I told the staff that I planned to be the Tina Turner of the superintendentcy, modeling risk taking before their very eyes on stage. 

This year’s speech focuses on who I think we are as a district, what has already been accomplished and what needs to get done. I will be highlighting the work of Tony Wagner, mentioned above, and Daniel Pink who recently wrote, “Drive; The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us”, a New York Times Bestseller. I feel the message is very apropos of both teaching and learning. Once again, I will conclude with a performance. The relevant song I chose is still a secret, so you will have to wait. My band however will be back, unafraid of the fame. They have officially named us…The Union Super and the Sensations.  

Misc. Information:

1. All our elementary schools and both middle schools have been notified that we are required to participate in NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress) testing. Students participate in only ONE content area (reading or math in grade 4) or (reading, math, science, or writing in grade 8). The assessments take 90 minutes and the testing window is January 24-March 4, 2011.

2. Originally I had planned to get another State of the Union comprehensive report out to the community at large in September. I have changed my mind. The WWSU data workbook will be posted on the website in September and it makes more sense to produce the State of the Union in December, like we did last year. Many of the pieces mentioned in this report will have been decided and our direction should be clearer. Truly, there is just too much to do in September.  

Respectfully submitted,

Brigid
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