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By Tom Ayres 
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Heated controversy 
over a $99 million 
dollar bond issue 

proposed by the Mountain 
Views Supervisory Union 
(MVSU) School Board to 
fund the construction of 
a new Woodstock Union 
High School and Middle 
School (WUHS/MS) is roil-
ing the seven communities 
in the school district: Bar-

School Board answers questions 
about proposed $99 million bond

nard, Bridgewater, Killing-
ton, Plymouth, Pomfret, 
Reading, and Woodstock. 
Voters in the seven towns 
will weigh in on the bond 
proposal via Australian bal-
lot on Town Meeting Day, 
Tuesday, March 5.

During the six-week 
run-up to Town Meeting, 
representatives of both the 
MVSU and an informal 
group of people who 
have reservations about 

the proposed bond issue, 
who’ve dubbed themselves 
The School Bond Forum, are 
mounting public education 
and information campaigns 
regarding the details of 
the proposed construction 
project and bond issue. Last 
weekend, MVSU School 
Board Vice Chair and Clerk 
Ben Ford, who also serves 
as the chair of the school 
district’s Finance and New 
Build committees, addressed 

Q: Why do we need 
a new school build-
ing? Why can’t we 
just renovate and 
build additions to the 
current building?

A: In December of 2017, 
a comprehensive facilities 
assessment of the building 
was completed by a team of 
architectural, mechanical, 
structural, civil, landscape, 
code, and food service con-
sultants. The report of the 
assessment concluded: 

“The nearly 60-year-old 
facility is maintained by an 
active and thoughtful facili-
ties department and commit-
tee. With limited financial 
resources, they have kept the 
school up and running, well 
beyond the typical lifespan 
for such a facility. Many of 
the spaces serve their pro-
gram better than should be 
expected under these condi-
tions. However, much of the 
building and building’s sys-
tems are functionally obso-
lescent making it challeng-
ing to support 21st Century 
learning and teaching.”

Then, following more 
than a year of work involv-
ing school staff and com-
munity stakeholders, on 
March 19, 2019, the school 
district’s architectural con-
sultants presented various 
options for addressing the 
many identified deficiencies 
of the building.  Explaining 
why renovation is not a via-
ble option, they advised: 

“Pursuing a ‘renovation 
only’ approach to the facil-

ity requires significant cost 
without addressing most of 
the solutions needed. It does 
not meet modern education-
al or efficiency standards, 
does not extend the life of 
the facility (emphasis add-
ed) and is not a good dollar 
value.”

On April 13, 2022, the 
Vermont Secretary of Educa-
tion presented the Vermont 
School Facilities Inventory 
and Assessment required by 
Act 72 of 2021 to the House 
and Senate Committees on 
Education.  On the basis of 
the building’s condition, our 
school district’s facilities 
were rated the second worst 
in the state, scoring a Facil-
ity Condition Index (FCI) 
Depleted Percentage and 
Value of 89.2%, meaning 
only 10.8% of its serviceable 
life remained at that time.    

Because renovation would 
not extend the life of the fa-
cility, and because the build-
ing is now almost entirely 
depleted, renovation is not a 
viable option.

Q: What if we do 
nothing?

A: We will spend millions 
of dollars to fix increasing 
problems with the failing 
building, with no upside 
benefits to our students or 
communities. There is also 
growing potential for a ma-
jor problem to shut down 
the building for repairs. In 
addition to the recent $1.3M 
emergency upgrade of the 
heating system, in the past 
few years, basketball games 
have been canceled mid-

game due to snow and ice 
loads causing the steel sup-
ports in the gym to groan 
alarmingly and the cinder 
block walls to crack. Fixing 
the roof is estimated to cost 
$2.4M. At a recent gradu-
ation ceremony, calcified 
septic system pipes caused 
sewage to back up onto the 
bathroom floors. Repairs to 
that system are estimated 
to cost $1.9M. These types 
of unplanned emergency 
expenses passed down to 
taxpayers will only increase 
as the building continues to 
fail.  

These negative experi-
ences have also prompted 
student attrition, which has 
resulted in less efficient op-
erations and raised 
the “Per Pupil Spend” 
— the key driver of 
education tax rates un-
der Vermont’s school 
funding system — 
leading to higher prop-
erty tax rates. Should 
in-district enrollment 
decline to 800 stu-
dents, the resulting tax 
rates will be higher 
than if we build the 
new school —  with 
none of the benefits to 
our students.  

Q: The pro-
posed new build-
ing is designed 
to accommodate 
600 students. 
Student enrollment is 
declining throughout 
the state. Why does 
the MVSU School 

Board project that en-
rollment will go up in 
our school district?

A: There are many rea-

sons to believe the district 
can achieve increased en-
rollment with the comple-
tion of the new building 
project. They include:

•	 Halting Attrition: The 
poor conditions of the cur-
rent middle school and high 
school building are increas-
ingly cited by families re-
siding in the towns of our 
school district as reasons for 
choosing to enroll their chil-
dren at personal cost in oth-
er area schools.  In the Jan. 
18 edition of the Vermont 
Standard, a husband and 
wife living in Woodstock re-
port five of their daughter’s 
eighth-grade classmates opt-
ed to pay tuition to attend 
Hanover High School this 

year instead of continuing 
on to ninth grade at Wood-
stock Union High School.  
At $20,000 per student, the 
loss of these students alone 

results in a $100,000 impact 
to the district budget for this 
year and $400,000 over their 
high school careers, to say 
nothing about how losing 
students affects relation-
ships with their peers and the 
school community.

•	 Expanded Pre-K Pro-
grams:  Our school district 
has made recent investments 
to add three- and four-year-
old pre-kindergarten class-
rooms to all of our elemen-
tary schools, making ours 
the only school district in the 
state to do so.   As a result, 
new families have relocated 
to our district to take advan-
tage of the opportunity to 
enroll their children in pub-
lic school pre-k at no cost. 
The current waitlist for our 

district’s pre-k classes has 
60 students. 

•	 NESDEC Study: A 
2021 enrollment study com-
pleted by the New England 

School Development 
Council (NESDEC) 
projects a gain by our 
district of 120 students 
by 2030.

•	 Tuition Students: 
In addition to students 
from our district’s sev-
en member towns, the 
current enrollment of 
tuition students from 
13 “school-choice” 
towns demonstrates 
interest in our schools 
and the feasibility of 
students from these 
towns attending our 
schools.   Implement-
ing a structured pro-
gram to increase en-
rollment with a new 

middle school and high 
school building has strong 
potential to increase enroll-
ment from these and other 
school-choice towns.   For 
example, in 2023, the adja-
cent town of Hartland report-
ed sending 142 high school 
students to area schools, but 
only five to our high school 
(See the accompanying 
chart).  At our current tuition 
rate of $20,000, increasing 
enrollment from Hartland 
alone by 25 students would 
result in new annual local 
revenue of $500,000.

•	 Killington TIF Dis-
trict: Killington is a member 
town of our school district.  
Last year, it received approv-

2023 General Education Tuition Budget
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Total General Ed Tuition  $2,737,438
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Hartland School District Statistics

a comprehensive set of 
questions from the Standard 
regarding the proposed 
bond issue and new school 
building. The questions 
were derived from an FAQ 
document already extant 
on the MVSU website and 
from questions contained 
in an advertisement posted 
by The School Bond Forum 
in the Jan. 18 issue of the 
Standard,.

For its part, the Forum 

group hosted its own “share 
and learn meeting” at the 
Norman Williams Public 
Library in Woodstock last 
Saturday. (See our separate 
article about that meeting in 
this issue.) The group col-
lected additional questions 
about the bond issue and 
new school building from 
the crowd of 60 people at the 
gathering and will forward 
those to MVSU officials 
for answers in the coming 

weeks, as well as seeking 
further responses at upcom-
ing, school board-sponsored 
public information sessions 
in Reading, Woodstock, 
and Bridgewater. Similar 
MVSU-led sessions have 
already been held in Killing-
ton, Barnard, Pomfret, and 
Plymouth.

Here are the questions ad-
dressed to the MVSU’s Ben 
Ford, together with his re-
sponses.

New Woodstock Union High School and Middle School (WUHS/MS) project architects Lavalee Brensinger of Manchester, N.H. have provided this rendering 
of the proposed new school building complex. The Mountain Views Supervisory Union (MVSU) School Board is seeking voter approval for a $99 million 
school bond issue on Town Meeting Day, Tuesday, March 5, to fund the construction of the new school. 		           Courtesy of Mountain Views Supervisory Union

Q&A:

MVSU officials warn that steadily-deteriorating infrastructure at the Wood-
stock Union High School and Middle School, especially regarding the 
school’s heating, ventilation, water and wastewater systems, threatens a 
shutdown of the facility if a major systemic failure occurs.  

Photo Courtesy of Mountain Views Supervisory Union

This rendering shows what school architects Lavalee Brensinger describe as 
a “second-floor neighborhood” in the proposed new Woodstock Union High 
School and Middle School. 		       Courtesy of Mountain Views Supervisory Union

You’ve got questions? We’ve got answers.

See PROPOSED  BOND 
- Page 7B
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PROPOSED BOND From Page 1B

al from the State of Vermont 
under the Tax Increment Fi-
nancing (TIF) program for 
the “Killington Forward” 
initiative.   Projected to ex-
pand Killington’s grand list 
value by an estimated $285 
million, it is the largest TIF 
district in state history.   In 
addition to 1,500 new resi-
dential units, which are like-
ly to be occupied largely by 
non-residents, the initiative 
includes the construction 
of 300 workforce housing 
units intended for  workers 
employed in the town.  With 
40% of the current US work-
force having school-aged 
children, an estimate of 100 
new students enrolling in 
our schools as a result of the 
Killington real-estate devel-
opment is conservative.

Q: How much will 
the project cost and 
what are the sources 
of the funding? 

A: The total project cost 
is $99,363,893.  The prima-
ry funding source will be 
the bond with a number of 
other sources used to ease 
the impact of its repayment 
on taxpayers, including pri-
vate fundraising, federal 
grants under the federal In-
frastructure Reduction Act, 
and additional annual spend-
ing capacity through recent 
changes to pupil weights 
made by Vermont Act 127.

Q: If we must have 
a new building, why 
does it have to be so 
expensive?  How did 
the supervisory union 
arrive at the project-
ed $99 million cost 
for the new building? 
Couldn’t we save 
money by scaling it 
back from $99 mil-
lion?

A: The final cost was ar-
rived at following provision 
of initial project costing by 
the project’s construction 
manager, PC Construction, 
which came in at $116 mil-
lion.  From there, the school 
district’s owner’s represen-
tatives, PCI Project Con-
sulting (no affiliation to PC 
Construction) led a series of 
value engineering sessions, 
which resulted in $16.5 mil-
lion in reductions to the proj-
ect scope, resulting in a final 
project cost of $99 million. 

Extensive scope, design, 
and materials reductions 
have already been made. 
These include reductions to 
reduce the building size by 
6,000 sq ft, to remove all 
the barn-like architectural 
features over the classroom 
spaces, to reduce by 25% 
the amount of glass in the 
building, to substitute a turf 
field with grass, and to re-
duce by 50% the geothermal 
portion of the heating, ven-
tilation, and air conditioning 
(HVAC) system. The new 
building now has the same 
number of classrooms as the 
old building and further cuts 
would require reductions to 
the curriculum and programs 
offered by the school.  

New standards for school 
construction projects ad-
opted by the Vermont State 
Board of Education would 
allow our project cost to be 
$656 per square foot.  At 
$627/SF, the project is well 
below that limit and is much 
cheaper than many other 
Vermont schools. Here’s 
how the project stacks up 
to other current and recent 
projects in 2023 dollars:

•	 Burlington High 
School (Current): $209 mil-
lion/225,000 SF = $836/SF

•	 Danville Schools, K-12 
(2021): $76 million/120,000 
SF = $633/SF

•	 Central Vermont Ca-
reer Technical Center, 
Barre (2021): $101.7 mil-
lion/140,000 SF = $727/SF 

•	 Milton Elementary, 
K-8 (Current): $158 mil-
lion162,155,000 SF = $721/
SF

At $627/SF, the new 
WUHS/MS building is sig-
nificantly less expensive 

than other recent and current 
Vermont school projects and 
is well within State stan-
dards.

Q: What entity will 
provide the bond 
funding to the MVSU 
and what will the 
terms be?

A: Borrowed funds will 
come from the Vermont 
Bond Bank and/or the Unit-
ed States Department of 
Agriculture’s (USDA) rural 
innovation program. The 
USDA has recently funded 
other Vermont school proj-
ects and offers favorable 
repayment terms and rates.  
In 2023, the Vermont Bond 
Bank quoted the school dis-
trict a rate of 3.75% for the 
project.  Since then, munici-
pal bond rates have dropped 
to a current level of 3.51%.  
The district expects this 
trend to continue and will 
work with its advisors and 
lenders to lock in an opti-
mal bond term and interest 
rate to minimize impacts to 
voters.  Voter approval of 
the bond is necessary before 
the bond can be sold and the 
final term and interest rate 
confirmed.

Q: How will the 
bond repayments 
impact local taxes? 
Please explain the po-
tential impact under 
each of the following 
scenarios:

•	 MVSU fails to 
meet its private fund-
raising goals of $10 
million over five years 
and $20 million over 
ten years.

•	 Enrollment at 
WUHS/MS remains 
stable at 450 students 
or declines.

•	 Bond repayment 
terms of 30 versus 40 
years.

•	 The current school 
is renovated and/or 
has additions added to 
it, instead of building 
a new school.

A: Tax impacts for the 
above scenarios are avail-
able at the school district 
website at: tinyurl.com/
yeykuzd6.

The first tax impact sce-
nario actually assumes no 
increase to district enroll-
ment, no additional fund-
raising beyond the $3.5 mil-
lion committed to date, and 
demonstrates the feasibility 
of the MVSU School Board 
achieving its commitment to 
limiting the tax impacts of 
the project to district home-
owners by means of an ex-
tended repayment period.  

The next two scenarios 
show how increases to en-
rollment at levels of five and 
ten students annually could 
reduce amounts required to 
be collected in property tax-
es and accelerate repayment 
of the bond.  

The final scenario shows 
the impact to district tax 
rates of spending $1.5 mil-
lion per year on emergency 
fixes while losing ten stu-
dents per year.

Thinking about how the 
bond repayments might af-
fect homeowners on a day-
to-day basis, a homeowner 

living in a home with a fair 
market value of $500,000 
earning $125,000/year 
would see an increase of 
$125/month when the bond 
payments begin in FY28.  
That’s about $4/day, the 
same price as a specialty 
coffee at Dunkin’ Donuts or 
a slice of Ramunto’s pizza.

Q: Is it true that tax 
increases are capped 
at 5% over the next 
five years? What is the 
source of that cap and 
what penalties are in 
place if the school dis-
trict exceeds the cap?

A: Yes, but only with re-
gard to increases resulting 
from school district expen-
ditures. Increases resulting 
from property value appre-
ciation are not subject to the 
cap.  

The equalized tax rate will 
increase by a flat 5% from 
fiscal year 2024 to fiscal 
year 2025 due to the appli-
cation of a cap going into 
effect with Act 127, passed 
by the Vermont Legislature 
in 2022, which established 
new “per-pupil weights” for 
school budgeting. Act 127 
allows districts that stay un-
der a 10% increase over last 
year’s per-pupil cost to pay a 
tax increase of only 5% for 
the next five years.

Because there is no di-
rect local tax rate increase 
as long as the district stays 
under the 10% threshold, ac-
cording to Act 127, districts 
can spend right up to that 
point and still receive the 
cap of 5%. For the coming 
fiscal year, the MVSU Board 
has voted to include paying 
off $750,000 of its debt. By 
doing so, it keeps the budget 
for next year under the 10% 
threshold.

If a school district exceeds 
the 10% threshold, its bud-
get is subject to a review by 
the Secretary of Education 
and a committee comprised 
of three superintendents 
and three finance managers 
from other districts.  If the 
review concludes the excess 
expenditures were within 
the school district’s control 
and are not supported by 
good cause, then the district 
loses the benefit of the 5% 

cap.  Given the conditions 
of our building compared to 
nearly all others in the state, 
it would be difficult to con-
clude our decision to replace 
it is not supported by good 
cause.

Q: What will the 
impact of the bond 
issue be on taxes for 
non-homestead prop-
erty owners, such as 
second homeowners 
and businesses?

A: Non-homestead prop-
erty owners pay by far the 
largest portion of educa-
tion costs statewide.  Their 
taxes make up 41% of the 
statewide education fund as 
compared to only 26% for 
homestead property taxpay-
ers.  Other education fund 
sources include sales and 
use taxes, state lottery rev-
enues, and vehicle transfer 
taxes.  In our school district, 
sources other than home-
stead taxes cover about 30% 
of the annual school budget 
each year.  When the school 
district starts repaying the 
bond for the new school in 
FY2028, the amount paid 
by these other education 
funding sources such as lo-
cal businesses and second 
homeowners will increase to 
about 40%.

Q: Will the new 
building be more en-
ergy efficient and en-
vironmentally friend-
ly? If so, how will this 
impact heating, cool-
ing, and energy costs 
moving forward?

A: Yes. Significantly. 
The current middle and 
high school is incredibly 
inefficient both structurally 
and in its heating/ventilation/
air conditioning (HVAC) 
equipment. The building 
envelope — meaning the 
walls, insulation, windows, 
and doors — does not 
effectively retain the heat 
generated by the building’s 
aging fuel oil boilers, 
requiring them to burn a 
high volume of oil just to 
heat the facility. (The current 
building also does not have 
any air conditioning.) As a 
result, the building emits 1.8 

An architect’s rendering depicts the proposed Main Commons area in a new Woodstock Union High 
School and Middle School.					                   Courtesy of Mountain Views Supervisory Union

million pounds of carbon 
dioxide into the atmosphere 
every year —  that’s 
equivalent to 81 trips in an 
airplane around the earth.  

The new school is 
designed to be “net-zero-
ready,” using energy-
efficient and sustainable 
high-performance building 
materials and drawing on 
best practices in modern 
educational facility design. 
Incorporating sufficient, 
renewable energy systems 
such as solar and geothermal 
will allow the building to 
reach net zero. In other 
words, the amount of energy 
required from external 
sources to operate the 
facility will be equal to or 
less than the power the new 
facility generates — helping 
the environment while also 
being much less costly to 
operate in the long term. 

Over a 40-year lifespan, 
the new building is projected 
to save district taxpayers $18 
million compared to the old 
building’s costs of burning 
fossil fuels and maintaining 
antiquated heating systems. 
And this comparison is re-
ally not “apples to apples,” 
considering the fact that in 
addition to providing heat 
when it’s cold outside, the 
new building’s HVAC sys-
tems will also cool the build-
ing when it’s hot outside —  
a critical feature considering 
climate trends over the next 
several decades. Also of sig-
nificant importance, over a 
40-year life span, a net-ze-
ro building will prevent 72 
million pounds of carbon 
dioxide emission into the at-
mosphere.

Q: What oversight 
will there be during the 
construction process? 
What happens if there 
are cost overruns and 
the construction costs 
exceed the bond? What 
are the contingencies 
for schedule and price 
variations?

A: PCI Project Consulting 
has been retained as the 
Owner’s Representative to 
provide project oversight.  
The project budget and 
bond amount include $5 

million of contingency to 
address unplanned costs.  If 
unplanned costs exceed $5 
million, the school district 
would evaluate its options 
for addressing the overrun. 
These options could include 
project scope reductions 
to offset the costs, a 
supplemental bond article 
seeking voter approval to 
borrow amounts beyond the 
amount of the initial bond, 
or using available alternate 
funding sources, such as 
private fundraising amounts 
($3.5 million has been 
committed as of January 
2024), grant funding, or 
amounts available from the 
school district’s operations, 
such as budgetary surplus or 
available fund balances.

Q: What happens if 
voters fail to approve 
the bond issue on 
Town Meeting Day on 
March 5? Is there a 
backup plan, such as 
a scaled-back version 
of the new school or 
a renovation plan for 
the current building 
that could include 
additions?

A: No. Anything short 
of replacing the current 
school building would 
be a poor use of taxpayer 
money.  Further scaling 
back the building design 
would mean cuts to current 
programs, making it more 
difficult to retain and attract 
school-choice students from 
whom our district currently 
receives nearly $2 million 
annually —  an amount that 
offsets tax rates for district 
homeowners.

Without certain elective 
classes, music programs, 
or sports teams, many of 
these students would choose 
to attend other schools. 
Accordingly, cuts to the 
new building that interfere 
with our ability to continue 
receiving these revenues 
would be penny-wise but 
pound foolish.   

If the bond doesn’t pass 
in March, the school district 
would evaluate the results of 
the bond vote and determine 
its next steps.  Given the 
clear and present issues with 
the current school building, 
the nearly $2 million in ar-
chitectural and construction 
management services ex-
pended to date, and the $3.5 
million in private funding 
pledged, contingent on re-
placement of the building, 
the School Board would 
likely try again for approval 
of the bond with increased 
focus on voter information.  
Many people do not under-
stand Vermont’s complex 
education funding system, 
but when they realize that 
losing students costs them 
much more than investing 
in new buildings, they find 
it much easier to support the 
project.  

This architect’s rendering depicts a cutaway, bird’s-eye view of the proposed, new Woodstock Union 
High School and Middle School, for which voters in seven towns will be asked to okay a $99 million 
bond issue on Town Meeting Day, Tuesday, March 5. 		               Courtesy of Mountain Views Supervisory Union


