
“We are here to engage in work that is 
really deep, really complex, and really 
purposeful,” said Ben Freeman, VTLFF 
network coordinator, in his opening 
remarks. It didn’t take long to get from 
talk to action. Participants spent the 
morning engaged in high-level thinking 
on equity, then broke into five lever 
groups to get updates on each group’s 
activities and make plans for the work 
ahead.

Paul Cillo, executive director of the 
Public Assets Institute, and Carlen Finn, 
former executive director of Voices for 
Vermont’s Children, were the morning’s 
main speakers. Together, they founded 
the Vermont Education Equity Project in 
2017. Their presentation was a free-form 
conversation bridging education finance 
and child wellbeing, and hard questions 
with bright spots in state-level equity 
work.

Equity in education — the idea that all students 
deserve a school experience that allows them to 
be their full selves and reach their full potential, 
regardless of background — is a issue that 

educators across Vermont are currently wrestling with. The 
most recent gathering of Vermont Learning for the Future 
(VTLFF), held on August 17, 2018, was no exception.

VTLFF is a network of organizations — from grade schools 
to education funders, nonprofits to state agencies — with 
the mission of “transforming education for a just, joyful, 
and sustainable world.” Over 75 folks gathered at Shelburne 
Farms on August 17 to dig into that first goal: what it might 
look like for Vermont’s educational system to be more 
equitable.
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One such bright spot is a proposal 
to change education funding from a 
homestead-based tax to an income-
based tax, which Cillo says is more 
equitable. The Public Assets Institute 
is one of the organizations behind the 
proposal, along with Voices for Vermont’s 
Children and the Vermont NEA.

These groups are also advocating to 
reintroduce H.14, an “ethnic and social 
education” bill introduced by Rep. Kiah 
Morris last year, in the coming legislative 
session. The bill would ensure that 
Vermont curriculum “is inclusive of the 
histories and contributions of all people 
and all cultures in this country,” said 
Finn. The legislation would apply to 
all grades and subjects, not just social 
studies, she said, and local schools 
would be allowed to design equity and 
inclusivity into their own curriculum in 
whatever way works best for them.

“The public conversation [about 
education] in Vermont has mostly been 
about money,” said Cillo. “Listening 
to this one-dimensional conversation, 
you would think that all that matters in 

public education is how to manage costs 
efficiently. That’s not all that matters.”

“What if we started with “What do our 
kids need?’ asked Finn.

Two decades after Act 60 was signed into 
law, making the state education funding 
system more equitable, Vermont still has 
a ways to go toward equity, both Cillo 
and Finn emphasized — and the idea of 
“Vermont exceptionalism” can get in the 
way. 

“When we only think of ourselves 
as a progressive state, we tend to 
look beyond — or not look at — the 
challenges in Vermont,” Finn said. 

“For policy to be effective,” Cillo said, 
“it has to be based on a solid grasp of 
reality. Unless we can get real about 
what’s going on, we can’t really expect 
policy to work.”

More than 40 percent of Vermont 
families with school-age children are 
facing economic hardship, said Finn. 
Meanwhile, “income in Vermont is 
increasingly skewed to those at the top,” 

“For policy to be 
effective, it has to be 
based on a solid grasp 
of reality. Unless we 
can get real about 
what’s going on, we 
can’t really expect 
policy to work.”

—Paul Cillo, Public Assets 
Institute and Vermont 

Education Equity Project



said Cillo, noting that Vermonters in the 
top 1% of income received more than 
half of the total benefit from recent tax 
cuts. “There’s a reason for poverty,” he 
added, “and it’s policies on the state and 
federal level.”

It’s not just poverty that is tied to 
inequity in education; race, gender, and 
sexual orientation are directly linked 
to hardship as well. Vermont students 
of color and students who identify as 
LGBTQ are much more likely to feel 
threatened at school than their white, 
heterosexual peers, according to data 
from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey.

Vermont’s education funding system 
doesn’t make equity easy, either, despite 
being one of the most progressive 
structures in the country, according to 
Cillo. “The main problem we have with 
school funding,” he said, “is that no one 
understands it. That creates a problem 
when you rely on direct democracy 
decision-making in school districts.” 

On a statewide level the conversation is 
often one of blame, Cillo said, with “the 
governor blaming districts, districts 
blaming the governor. It’s part of the 
divisive climate we’re in.”

“The question is, where are the kids in all 
of this?” he added. “How do we interrupt 
that conversation when we see it?”

Interrupting parts of the educational 
system that are not working is a key part 
of equity work, as several participants 
reflected in conversations following Cillo 
and Finn’s presentation. 

“A lot of education is done TO kids,” said 
Beth White, school design coach at Big 
Picture Learning. “A lot of work I do is 
raising up kids to have agency and value 
in their learning experiences.”

Mike Blouin, a lecturer at UVM, said that 
“questioning and disrupting dominant 
narratives” is a focus of his equity 
work. “It’s not just giving more time 
to traditionally oppressed narratives,” 
he said, “it’s actually exploring why 
dominant narratives are dominant.”

Kathi Terami is the executive director of 
Careers CLiC, which connects students 

with employers in the community for 
career development. “Equity is making 
sure all students have the same chance 
to achieve their aspirations after high 
school,” she said. That includes having 
adult role models and mentors available 
for all students, “not just ‘your best and 
your brightest.’”

Participants mentioned additional 
bright spots in Vermont’s equity work, 
including the activist slam poets of 
Muslim Girls Making Change, maker 
spaces and badging work for non-
traditional learning, the place-based, 
justice-focused Burlington City and 
Lake Semester program, and work 
being done with Shoreline Consulting, 
an indigenous-led consulting firm with 
multiple projects in Vermont. 

The word “connection” was used over 
and over, with participants reflecting on 
collaborative projects happening in the 
VTLFF network and beyond. 

“There’s a need to name what needs 
to happen, and name those places 
that cry out for solutions,” said Helen 
Beattie, executive director of UP for 
Learning, “but we also need to go to a 
place of naming what we already do that 
matters, to provide hope and energy and 
inform our next steps.”

VTLFF lever groups met to do just that 
after lunch. Read on for more.

“It’s not just giving more 
time to traditionally 
oppressed narratives. 
It’s actually exploring 
why dominant 
narratives are 
dominant.”

—Mike Blouin, UVM



Lever Group Work 
spring/summer 2018

These five working groups focus on areas that are “not necessarily the 
most important points of whole system,” noted Ben Freeman, but “places 
of the greatest leverage; places where we can push a little to shift the 
needle of the whole system.” The groups operate on a 90-day cycle, setting 
goals for the work that they hope to accomplish in the next three months.

Youth with Access to their  
Learning Potential 
GROUP FACILITATORS: Daniel Baron of the School Project Foundation (dhbaron@
me.com), Ryan Morra of Harwood High School, Community Learning Center (rmorra@
wwsu.org), and Alan Tinkler of UVM (alan.tinkler@uvm.edu)

WHAT THEY’VE BEEN UP TO: Gathering stories of successful implementation of Act 77, 
including community-based learning, work-based learning, and flexible pathways.

WHAT’S NEXT: Map and describe transformative programs implementing Act 77 for all 
children. Invite successful programs to join the network and attend future summits to 
spotlight their achievements and build momentum for positive change.

“Some kids learn really well in groups. Personalized learning is not just 
one kid doing something. Any system that we vision needs to remember 
that if we just go ‘individual, individual, individual’ then that sets up other 
inequities.” 

—Debra Stoleroff, Twinfield Union School

Youth-Adult Partnership
GROUP FACILITATOR: Helen Beattie of UP for 
Learning (hnbeattie@gmail.com)

WHAT THEY’VE BEEN UP TO: Creating rubrics 
defining what youth-adult partnership looks like at 
different stages.

WHAT’S NEXT: One more round of editing the 
rubrics, and then the group will test them out in the 
real world with a sharing process.

“I want schools to look at [the rubrics] 
as a tool for identifying opportunities 
for movement, rather than, ‘How do we 
compare to other schools?’” 

—Reeve Basom,  
Center for an Agricultural Economy

Digital Learning
GROUP FACILITATOR: Susan Hennessey 
of the Tarrant Institute (sthennes@gmail.
com) and James Nagle of St. Michael’s 
University and the Middle Grades Institute 
(jnagle2@smcvt.edu)

WHAT THEY’VE BEEN UP TO: Piloting 
microcredentialing and badging for 
students with the Vermont Energy 
Education Program, and writing a 
grant for badging work in Vermont in 
partnership with What’s the Story?, the 
Young Writers Project and UVM Extension.

WHAT’S NEXT: Bringing in UVM 
Extension’s 4-H Teen Leadership 
program for a second year of testing and 
developing badging systems. The group is 
also planning to share resources around 
badging, explore funding opportunities, 
and look into similar work happening in 
New Hampshire.

“We are talking about how we 
can help students get credit for 
the work they are doing with 
outside groups.” 

—Cara Robechek,  
Vermont Energy Education Program

Framing &  
Messaging
GROUP FACILITATORS: Jillian Joyce of 
Burr & Burton Academy (jillian.s.joyce@
gmail.com) and Christie Nold of 
Frederick H. Tuttle Middle School 
(cnold@sbschools.net) 

WHAT THEY’VE BEEN UP TO: Creating 
VTLFF values statements.

WHAT’S NEXT: Reshaping network 
values and guiding principles for greater 
inclusivity, clarity and usefulness, 
and establishing practices for regular 
network feedback and decision-
making for communicating support 
or alignment with public policy and 
political commentary.

 “How do you make ‘shared 
values’ something that’s 
inclusive and invites people 
in? Some words are going to 
turn people away. Maybe it’s 
not even ‘shared values,’ but 
‘shared aspirations.’”

 —Linda Wheatley,  
Vermont Principals Association

Design Ecosystem
GROUP FACILITATORS: Jen Cirillo of 
Shelburne Farms (jcirillo@shelburnefarms.
org) and Lindsey Halman of UP for Learning 
(lindsey@upforlearning.org)

WHAT THEY’VE BEEN UP TO: Holding the 
first design studio day for educators and 
students this past March at the Flynn Center 
for the Performing Arts, a free professional 
learning experience focusing on arts 
integration. More than 30 adults from 
all over the state attended, as well as 12 
students from Chittenden County. Students 
and teachers were co-consultants, with 
students giving teachers feedback on their 
curriculum design, and teachers helping 
students with a workshop presentation that 
they were developing for teachers.

WHAT’S NEXT: Developing plans and 
partnerships for the next series of design 
studios this fall and winter. 

“It would be great to host a Design 
Studio at the Vermont Historical 
Society where we connect civics, 
history and equity.”
—Matt Henchen, Harwood Union School


