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ut several dozen Vermont leaders who 
care about the educational system — 
and have the power to change it — in 
one room, listen to the conversations 
that ensue, and you might catch a 

glimpse of a new vision for learning in Vermont.

Action plans, bright ideas, and a whole lot of ques-
tions were fl ying at a meeting of Vermont Learning 
for the Future (VTLFF) on January 31. Over 50 peo-
ple gathered at the Vermont History Center in Barre 
to assess the work they’ve done over the past year 
and make plans for next steps.

VTLFF, formed in August 2015, brings together 
leaders in all aspects of Vermont education, from 
public schools and colleges to nonprofi ts and gov-
ernment agencies. Their goal: To create new blue-
prints for learning in Vermont. 

“There’s a moral compass driving the participants to 
be here,” said Ben Freeman, founder of the Moun-
tain Campus at Burr & Burton. “We’re trying to 
create a more just, joyful, and sustainable future.” 

How do you get to such a future? VTLFF partici-
pants believe that the answer lies in reshaping and 
improving Vermont’s educational system. The sys-
tem is already starting to change with the introduc-
tion of Act 77, which calls for all students in grades 
7–12 to have personalized learning plans (PLPs) by 
the 2018–19 school year. In addition to PLPs, Ver-
mont students will have what’s called fl exible path-
ways — a wide variety of options for high school 
completion, including work-based learning, virtual 
learning, and dual enrollment in college and high 
school classes.

VTLFF has a goal that builds on Act 77 and reach-
es even higher: For Vermont to have, by 2022, a 
model learning system where no less than 80% of 
youth are engaged in equitable, reciprocal learning 
relationships that help them become resilient global 
citizens committed to developing their individual 
capabilities and partnerships in order to create a so-
cially and economically just and sustainable society. 

To start taking steps toward that goal, VTLFF partic-
ipants have divided themselves into strategic action 
teams, focusing on youth-adult partnership, com-
munity-engaged learning, connected learning, and 
the “design ecosystem” — the learning network as 
a whole. A fi fth team has the task of communicat-
ing the work of VTLFF and educational change to 
Vermonters and the world.

On January 31, the fi ve teams talked about what 
they’d done so far, following up on projects started 
in January 2016. (See “Action Team Summaries.”) 
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Participants talked in mixed-team groups to help 
gather new ideas, understand each other’s efforts, 
and fi nd ways to work well together. Then the teams 
reconvened to make new plans for the future.

The Youth-Adult Partnership team is compiling best 
practices from schools who have strong youth-adult 
partnerships into a collection of tips for increasing 
and deepening those partnerships. Similarly, the 
Youth With Access to Their Learning Potential team 
is creating a database and handbook to connect 
students with community-based learning opportu-
nities, and the Connected Learning team plans to 
collect stories from schools and organizations who 
are using technology effectively and meaningfully. 
Storytelling, whether it’s case studies, vignettes, 
profi les, or best practices, is a key part of every 
team’s plan; the Design Ecosystem team will take it 
one step farther by analyzing the other teams’ sto-
ries, looking for common threads and educational 
design principles.

Participants at the January 31 day felt strongly that 
both students and adults need to be involved in 
carrying out VTLFF team plans.

“If we can bring in the youth into the process of cre-
ating these resources, it will be more sustaining and 
applicable,” said Bruce Perlow. Or, as Sam Cowles, 
a student at Burr & Burton Academy and the only 
youth participant at the January 31 day, succinctly 
put it, “We have to get kids to buy in.”

Bringing youth into the process is also a central 
idea behind Act 77, fl exible pathways, personalized 
learning plans, and many folks’ vision of what a bet-
ter educational system in Vermont will look like. Stu-
dent-driven personalized learning is a challenging 
vision to implement, however, when most schools 
still feel constrained by system-driven academic 
standards and testing. 

“The movement that started with ‘failure is not an 
option’ did us a great disservice,” said Jess DeCar-
olis of the Vermont Agency of Education, who is 
part of the Connected Learning team. “Failure is an 
option. It’s a necessity.”

“Assessment should be about learning, and a way 
for folks to observe their growth,” she added. “But 
it gets into scoring and marking.” 

Another challenge is making sure that these new 
structures for learning are accessible to all students. 
“There’s a lot of pushback to fl exible pathways 
as just another path for high fl yers,” said Marissa 
Barbieri, program offi cer at the Bay & Paul Founda-
tions, which funds educational, environmental, and 
social change initiatives.

Ben Freeman pointed out that students at both “the 
top and bottom ends of the social capital ladder” 
get the lion’s share of money, time, and energy, and 
the youth in the middle miss out. 

“How are we doing this work in a way that’s equita-
ble for students of all backgrounds?” asked Bruce 
Perlow of UP for Learning.

VTLFF participants will keep grappling with this 
question — and other questions of how equity, stu-
dent agency, social justice, and sustainability fi t into 
the future of learning in Vermont — even as they 
work toward their vision in small, concrete ways. 

“Every single one of the conversations we’ve had 
today has felt not long enough,” said Marissa Barbi-
eri. “It’s all part of an ongoing conversation. Leaving 
with wonderings is just as important as next steps.”

VTLFF participants left the January 31 day with 
plenty of both. Read on for a summary of each stra-
tegic action team’s accomplishments and plans.
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ACTION TEAM SUMMARIES

              YOUTH-ADULT PARTNERSHIP

GOAL: Authentic youth-adult partnerships will 
become essential and universal to the learning 
network, with a foundation in shared power and 
mutual respect, informed by a continual documen-
tation of evidence.

PROJECT: Create a profi le of youth-adult partner-
ship practices in all high schools in Vermont leading 
to a rich compendium of best practices.

ACCOMPLISHMENTS: Surveyed 29 of the 50 high 
schools in Vermont about youth-adult partnership 
work in their school. 

NEXT STEPS: Use the survey data to draft resourc-
es and share best practices.

A PIECE OF THE CONVERSATION: 

“Learning happens in a lot of places in and in 
a lot of ways. The work is not ‘Have an adviso-
ry system in every school.’ The work is, ‘I want 
every young person in Vermont to be learning 
as best as humanly possible.’”

— Marissa Barbieri, Bay & Paul Foundations

  YOUTH WITH ACCESS TO 
  THEIR LEARNING POTENTIAL

GOAL: No less than 75% of every demographic 
subgroup of VT students (7-12) will indicate that 
they’ve experienced meaningful community-en-
gaged learning in the past year that is captured in 
their PLP and informs their post-secondary plans.

PROJECT: Present six community-based models 
that demonstrate ways to bridge in-school learning 
experiences with meaningful community learning 
experiences.

ACCOMPLISHMENTS: Began working with Beth 
White, partnerships manager at the Vermont Com-
munity Engagement Lab and recent PhD grad from 
UVM, to develop resources. 

NEXT STEPS: Partner with the Agency of Education 
and Beth White to create three resources: 

• A searchable online database of expanded (i.e. 
community-based) learning opportunity provid-
ers (ELOPs) in Vermont.

• Six profi les of successful ELOPs in Vermont, with 
both organization and student perspectives.

• A handbook for community partners on working 
with schools.

A PIECE OF THE CONVERSATION: 

“What are the barriers for schools to be able 
to coordinate effectively so they can connect 
students to community-based experiences?” 

—  Ryan Morra, Shelburne Farms

“There should be value added. Not just ‘What 
are we taking from community organizations,’ 
but ‘What are students giving back?’” 

— Ellen Berrings, advisory/PLP coordinator 
at Harwood Union High School
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              DESIGN ECOSYSTEM

GOAL: The learning ecosystem will have the capac-
ity for all learners to engage in personalized learn-
ing, self-refl ection and authentic community part-
nerships in order to creatively respond to global and 
local challenges and opportunities.

PROJECT: Inventory and map the individuals/organi-
zations involved in VTLFF using a network mapping 
process. Identify the network’s strengths, opportu-
nities for expansion, and areas in need of network 
weaving, and document network growth. 

ACCOMPLISHMENTS: Completed 90-day network 
mapping project, with 46 responses from 126 orga-
nizations total.

NEXT STEPS: Take stories from other teams, analyze 
them for common educational design principles, 
and create a “success analysis.”

A PIECE OF THE CONVERSATION: 

“There’s a pattern of some very linked orga-
nizations. The network has strength, and we 
need to continue to build on that.” 

—Lindsey Halman, Essex Middle School

              CONNECTED LEARNING 

(formerly E-Learning and Peer-to-Peer Learning)

GOAL: 100% of our schools and learners will be 
connected to a common statewide, wide-area net-
work infrastructure to maximize e-learning and data 
sharing.

PROJECT: Support the establishment of a Wide 
Area Network backbone to enhance e-learning and 
PLP platforms.

ACCOMPLISHMENTS: This team has undergone 
some signifi cant changes in membership since Jan-
uary 2016, so much of the day on January 31 was 
spent redefi ning the team name and goals.

NEXT STEPS: Defi ne what connected learning is 
and what it is not; identify organizations and schools 

who are using digital technology in ways that are 
meaningful and effective.

A PIECE OF THE CONVERSATION: 

“Whenever you talk about digital learn-
ing, people immediately jump to tools and 
platforms. It’s really about communications, 
systems, processes, and frameworks.” 

— Jess DeCarolis
Vermont Agency of Education

             FRAMING AND MESSAGING

GOAL: A critical mass of diverse, infl uential Ver-
monters will actively support an emergent, sus-
tainable and just learning community equipped 
to create opportunities that solve local and global 
challenges.

PROJECT: Survey, clarify, and synthesize the goals, 
strategies and drivers of key leverage groups within 
our network. Frame a draft common message within 
the local and global context.

ACCOMPLISHMENTS: Created an internal blog for 
teams to share what they’re doing; brought in free-
lance communications specialist Dana Dwinell-Yard-
ley to document the January 31 day and possibly 
work with VTLFF going forward.

NEXT STEPS: Disseminate Dana’s report to the 
group; research a new online platform for sharing 
VTLFF work; defi ne VTLFF’s work and message 
more clearly.

A PIECE OF THE CONVERSATION: 

“There are a lot of people in other states 
saying, ‘If only we had something like Act 
77?’ People in Vermont are saying ‘what’s 
Act 77?” We have progressive policies, but 
not a lot of awareness within the state.” 

— Jillian Joyce, Burr & Burton Academy
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