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ECO - Learning Through Experience
By Sarah Kinter

On a Tuesday afternoon in mid-January I 
visited East Montpelier Elementary School’s 
Kindergarten/First Grade teacher Jillian Zei-
lenga and her class for an “Educating Chil-
dren Outdoors” [ECO] afternoon. Our learn-
ing theme was “Force of Motion,” a welcome 
antidote to  the raw cold of that afternoon.

Mrs. Zeilenga’s and Mrs. Gariboldi’s stu-
dents got all bundled 
up, prepared for out-
door learning, having 
participated in ECO 
one to two afternoons 
a week since Septem-
ber. EMES is blessed 
with beautiful woods 
behind the school 
which have long lent 
themselves to outdoor 
play and education. 
Introduced by Mrs. 
Zeilenga five years 
ago after seeing it 
piloted at Union Elementary School, ECO is 
based on site at EMES and co-taught by K-2 
EMES teachers and ECO staff from the North 
Branch Nature Center. 

ECO is the latest in a long tradition of 
environmental education programs offered at 
EMES. Four Winds, previously called Envi-
ronmental Learning for the Future (ELF), was 
taught for many years at EMES and is cur-
rently offered at Calais, Doty, and Rumney 
Elementary Schools. VINS’ Environmental 
Citizenship Program and Angela Gibbons of 

Earth Walk are also 
part of this rich tradi-
tion.

ECO coordina-
tor Angie Barger 
works with teachers 
to complement their 
own curricula with 
ECO’s standards-
based curriculum. 
Teachers also draw 
from Four Winds. 
The core ECO rou-
tines form “the walls 
of the outdoor class-

room. ECO makes familiar the child’s local 
ecosystem through their senses. They know 
what is beyond the wooded boundaries of 

Town Meeting Day is right around the 
corner, so it’s time for an update on school 
funding and what we need to pay attention to 
in 2017.

Your school property tax: Your school 
property tax is a factor of four influences: the 
statewide property tax rate, school budget(s), 
equalized pupils, and the CLA, or Common 
Level of Appraisal, which equalizes prop-
erty values across the state in order to make 
the statewide property tax fair. This system, 
created under acts 60 and 68, is designed to 
treat taxpayers and students in all Vermont 
towns fairly. Towns have equal ability to raise 
funds. The majority of taxpayers pay school 
taxes based on their income. Here’s how it 
works: 

The statewide property tax: Under 
Act 68, the statewide property tax is $1.10 
for residential property – your home – and 
$1.59 for non-residential property (businesses 
and second homes.) This rate is on each 
$100 of the property’s fair market value. 
When applied to all property statewide, 
this should raise enough to provide a basic 

education payment of $9,588 (the amount 
the state calculated is needed) for every 
equalized student* in the state. The statutory 
tax is rarely implemented. When there is a 
surplus in the education fund, the state may 
drop the statewide tax rate. For 2018, the 
Tax Commissioner has recommended the 
statewide property tax rate remain $1.00 
residential and $1.55 non-residential.   

The school budget: The state calculated 
the educational spending per equalized pupil 
base amount of $9,588. It takes more than 
$9,588 to educate a student; how much more 
is what school boards wrestle with as they 
set their budgets. When the school budget is 
final, the state tax rate for residential property 
is adjusted to locally raise taxes for spend-
ing above the basic education payment. The 
residential tax rate adjustments reflect both 
the U-32 and elementary school budgets. The 
non-residential tax rate is fixed and is not 
changed by the school budget. However, both 
rates are changed by the Common Level of 
Appraisal. 

Common Level of Appraisal and other 
Mysteries of School Funding 

By Deborah Wolf

Deb Smith and Caitlyn Trepanier enjoy 
a game of crazy eights at Girls/Boyz First 
Mentoring program's new school-based 
lunchtime mentoring at Rumney School.

East Montpelier Elementary 
kindergartners experiment with ropes and 
pulleys during their Educating Children 
Outdoors (ECO) class in January.

Learning about "force of motion" by 
rolling "logs."

Bus Stop Conversations 
has a Brand New Website!

Read more and find archived issues at 
http://busstopconversations.org
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Board Minutes

Bus Stop Conversations is published 16 times in the school year by Washington Central Friends of 
Education, Inc., a private, non-profit corporation committed to strengthening the communication and 
cooperation between residents of the five district towns of Berlin, Calais, East Montpelier, Middlesex, and 
Worcester, and the Washington Central Supervisory Union schools. No tax money is used for the production 
or publication. Send correspondence to: Editor, Deborah Wolf, Washington Central Friends of Education, PO 
Box 324, Montpelier, VT 05601; e-mail: dwolf@u32.org

Notes on the Chalkboard

Activities
U-32 
February 16: Aramis & Athos Eighth Grade Plays, 
6:30 pm
February 20: Porthos Eighth Grade Play, 6:30 pm

Berlin
February 2: PTNA meeting, 6:30 pm
February 9: Discover Girl Scouts – A Free Informa-
tion Session for Girls and their Parents/Caregivers 
(Grades K – 6), 6-7 pm
February 15: P.B.I.S. Community Meeting, 9.05 am
March 9: Anne Burke “ABC” Garden Committee 
Meeting, all welcome, 5:30 pm
March 23: K – 3rd Grade Concert, 6:30 pm
March 28: Ah Capella Assembly, 9 am

Calais
February 13: PTNO meeting, 6 pm
February 17: Bingo night, 6 pm

Doty
February 20: 4th grade NAEP testing
February 20: Winter Concert, 6:00 pm

East Montpelier
February 7, 14, 21: EMES Winter Wellness
February 15: I love East Montpelier Lunch, 11:15 am
February 16: Discover Girl Scouts – Free Information 
Session for Girls and their Parents/Caregivers, 6-7 pm
February 23: Celebration of Student Learning, 6 pm

Rumney
February 2: Winter Concert, 6:30 pm
February 10, 17, 21: Winter Wellness, 1-3 pm
March 25: PTO pie breakfast, 10 am

JD Fox, 
of Montpelier 
and Gabe 
Goldstein-
Purdue of 
Worcester, take 
in a mentor rap 
music event at 
the Vermont 
Statehouse 
during the 
annual 
mentoring 
month 
celebration on 
January 18.

U-32, October 26, 2016
 V Public Comments: Lesley Bean, mother of 
a high school student, reflected on an Act 
46 meeting she attended. She suggested that 
a subcommittee of students form to discuss 
issues around Act 46 from a student’s perspec-
tive. Adrienne Magida will email Flor Diaz 
Smith, Chair of Act 46 Committee, about this 
idea. Mr. Dellinger-Pate spoke about the pos-
sibility of giving credit to students for partici-
pating in this capacity.

 V Board discussed, “What does a Monitoring Re-
port Look Like?” School climate is a big part, 
as are student learning outcomes. Discussed 
the desire to monitor communication from the 
school to parents and to the community. Ms. 
Magida suggested that the School Climate 
Committee flesh out details of a monitoring 
report.

 V Discussion about engaging the community, 
especially the aging community members 
who no longer have students attending school, 
inviting community to school plays and art and 
music shows. 

Rumney, November 16, 2016
 V Mr. Kimball gave an overview of the draft 
budget.

 V Board reviewed the draft Facility Use Policy. 
The board doesn’t want to shut the school to 
outside groups but is concerned with liability. 
There are not problems with groups like Boy 
Scouts, Girls Scouts, 4-H and Onion River 
Soccer as they have their own insurance. The 
issue is with events that are not school-spon-
sored, such as men’s basketball league, and un-
supervised kids in the building. Mr. McVeigh 
will talk to men’s league about signing a 
waiver. All principals want to align the facility 
use policies and background checks.

U-32, November 16, 2016
 V Student rep, Emily Richards, reported that 
students have had some trepidation at the be-
ginning of the school year around Proficiency 
Based Graduation Requirements; however, 
by the end of the first quarter, they are adjust-
ing to this new concept. Emily reported that 
it seems like a larger number of seniors are 
applying for early action to colleges.

 V Steven Dellinger-Pate reported about the 
middle school Read 180 program. He shared 
some of the success rates of students who are 
participating in this program. 

 V Board Communication: Adrienne Magida will 
write an informational piece for Front Porch 
Forum; inviting the public to the December 
board meetings to participate in budget devel-
opment discussions. Emily Goyette will write 
an informational piece for the U-32 newsletter.

U-32, Dec. 7 – Public Budget Forum
 V Budget Draft #2: Superintendent Kimball stat-
ed that some recent student need changes have 
caused an increase of approximately 1.4% in 
student services from the previous draft. To get 
to the 3% target that the board requested, Kim-
ball stated that the board will have to consider 
making cuts to programs (to reduce the budget 
draft by $300K).

 V Adrienne Magida asked for some idea of what 
$300K would look like. Steven Dellinger-Pate 
stated that class size will be considered, and 
personnel and programs will need to be part 
of the discussion. The board asked the admin-
istrators to consider ways to bring the budget 
draft to the 3% increase as originally request-
ed. Two board members expressed desire to be 
equitable in making cuts to instructional staff, 
and administrative staff.

 V Accepted Auditor’s Report.
 V Board Communication: Kari Bradley will 
write something for Front Porch Forum.

U-32, Dec. 21 – Public Budget Forum
 V Budget Draft #3: Superintendent Kimball 
reviewed the three factors that affect budget 
development: expenditure budget, number of 
equalized pupils, amount of yield dollar on tax 
rate per equalized pupil. Education spending 
per equalized pupil is what affects the tax rate. 
The school board has control over the expendi-
ture budget. Base amount per equalized pupil 
(property dollar equivalent yield) has gone up 
significantly in the past year – to approximate-
ly $10K. However, student enrollment is de-
clining. Steven Dellinger-Pate shared that the 
budget draft presented reflects some position 
reductions to achieve the 3% target. Between 
3 and 5 courses will not be offered next year, 
given position reductions.

 V Community member Michelle McFadden 
asked whether any consideration was given 
to areas besides academics such as athletics. 
Dellinger-Pate stated that he has made reduc-
tions in academic positions and administrative 
positions in equal percentages.

 V Kate McCann was awarded Teacher of the 
Year for Vermont.

 V Jody Emerson has trained 40 students in Re-
storative Practice in the past few weeks. She 
shared this positive experience, and how it is 
carrying over into classrooms and TAs.

 V Approved Winooski Valley & Statewide 
Choice Agreement for 2017-2018. Approxi-
mately10-15 students are participating in this 
option this year.         v

Board Meetings
U-32: February 13, 22, 6:00 pm;
Berlin Elementary School: February 13, 6:15 pm;
Negotiations: February 6 at U-32, 5:00 pm;
Act 46: February 1, 8, 15, at U-32, 6:00 pm;
Washington Central Supervisory Union Full Board Carousel (includes Berlin, Calais, Doty, EMES, 
Rumney, U-32) February 22 at U-32, 6:00 pm;
The next carousel meeting will be held on Wednesday, February 22 at U-32 
beginning at 6:00 pm. The public is invited.

The WCSU Full Board includes board members 
from each of the Elementary School Boards and 
the U-32 School Board.  
The public is welcome at all meetings.

Feb. 3: Inservice, No School for Students
Feb. 27-March 7: Winter Break
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eco from pg. 1
the playground and how the seasons change 
because they learn and play in these woods 
every week” says Barger. Karen Liebermann, 
a parent volunteer, has noticed that the cur-
rent 5th and 6th grade students that began 
ECO in Kindergarten and are now practic-
ing Nature Journaling are “noticeably more 
comfortable and curious in the woods.” The 
program is also praised by fellow teachers 
Lisa Gariboldi and Beth Parker for fostering 
an “awareness of and appreciation for our 
natural world...while incorporating teamwork 
and community building.”

Back to our Kindergarten class and two 
volunteer fathers, Rubin Bennett and Doug 
Bair,  Mrs. Zeilenga gathers a circle with her 

handmade drum to hear the learning goals for 
the afternoon. She describes several experi-
ments to be conducted in the field before 
entering the woods. We are going to use our 
own bodies to learn about “Force of Motion.” 
Separated into groups of three, one child pre-
tends to be a log and the other two children 
are tasked with pushing the log. Energetic 
motion ensues with excited pushing and roll-
ing. What did they learn? That pushing and 
rolling downhill was easier than going uphill, 
and hitting obstacles such as bumps, caused 
friction and challenge. Our second experi-
ment involved pulling each other which the 
students soon learned was heavier and more 
difficult than pushing.

All warmed up, we then head into the 
woods to the familiar ECO spot to form a 
circle on sitting stumps. There is an outdoor 
kitchen, built by a parent, as well as a fire 
pit. Accompanied by Mrs. Zeilenga on her 
drum we sing a song about the North Wind 
followed by the telling of a Native American 
story. Ready for the next activity, we then 
split into groups to perform two more experi-
ments. One group heads to the playground to 
roll different sized and weighted balls, and 
themselves, down the slides. What did we 
predict and learn? That heavier balls rolled 
faster than lighter ones. The second group 
was given a kit of ropes, a pulley, and a pail. 
After much experimenting, the children 
quickly discover that the pails move faster 
down a sloped versus a horizontal trajec-
tory. SUCCESS! And FUN! And PLAY! 
And LEARNING, all simultaneously, AND 
OUTSIDE! What a full and happy afternoon. 
I cannot wait to visit Mrs. 
Zeilenga’s class again. But 
don't take just my word for 
it. Here are some testimoni-
als from Mrs. Zeilenga and 
her students:

East Montpelier kindergartners enjoy 
their ECO (Educating Children Outdoors) 
session in the woods behind the school.

The Common Level of Appraisal: So 
far, we have seen that the statewide prop-
erty tax rate raises enough to cover the basic 
education payment, and the local adjustment 
raises enough to cover the rest of the school 
budget. This combination of state and local 
tax rates works as long as all the property in 
the state is being taxed at 100% of its value. 

Here’s how that works: If your $100,000 
house is taxed at $1.05 per $100, it will raise 
$1,050 in taxes. But what if your cousin’s 
identical $100,000 house in another town is 
only appraised at $75,000?  If the same $1.05 
tax rate is used, your cousin will only pay 
$787.50. This is unfair.

To deal with the inequity of differ-
ing appraisals from town to town, the state 
comes up with a formula for each town that 
compares its appraisals to 100% of the fair 
market value – what your home is actually 
worth. This is the CLA; it represents the gap 
between appraised value and actual value. 
Instead of changing the appraisals the formu-
la changes the town’s tax rate. Think of that 
$100,000 (fair market value) house again. If 
it’s appraised at $150,000, the tax rate is re-
duced to still raise the same $1,050. If it’s ap-
praised at $100,000, the tax rate stays steady 
at $1.05. If it is appraised at $75,000, the 

funding from pg. 1

"My two Faces," Nick Boozan, grade 12

“I like seeing nature.”- Lacey
“I like that we get to have campfires be-

cause it keeps us warm in the winter.”-Sena
“I like meeting all the different people, 

like the grownups that come to help.” 
-Adaline

“I learn about nature, and I like the 
games that we do at the beginning.” -Calvin

“My favorite part of ECO is that I have 
fun with my friends and get to play in the 
outdoor kitchen.”

“ECO is important because it gets kids 
outside and we can explore nature without 
hurting it, and we get to have fun.”- Isaac

“ECO is important because it is about 
nature and we get to do it in the woods with 
the trees and the birds.”-Mavis

“I believe ECO is important to all 
students because it reconnects students 
with the natural world and extends the 
classroom beyond the school’s walls.  
Students integrate what they learn inside 
and are able to extend and apply it outside.  
ECO also has a way of connecting parents 
and community members with the school 
in a way I have never seen before.”                  
- Mrs. Zeilenga

tax rate is increased to still raise the $1,050 
on that house. This CLA formula is applied 
to both the residential and non-residential 
property tax rates; so all education taxes are 
affected by the CLA.

Why CLA matters:  When property 
values rise rapidly, the appraisals quickly 
fall behind the actual values, and the CLA 
drops from year to year. A small drop means 
a small increase in the tax rate; a big drop 
means a big change. When a town conducts 
a new appraisal, the CLA jumps up, often 
going above 100%. Tax rates fall. After that, 
as long as property values continue to rise, 
the CLA will continue to drop. In the past 
year, WCSU towns’ CLA changed: Berlin 
from 104.14 to 105.84; Calais from 98.49 to 
98.48; East Montpelier from 94.60 to 94.94; 
Middlesex from 94.46 to 93.67; and Worces-
ter from to 104.40 to 101.06. When the CLA 
drops, the tax rates rise so that the properties 
continue to generate the needed revenue. You 
would pay the same amount of tax if your 
house were appraised at 100% with a low tax 
rate as you do when your house is appraised 
at 75% with a higher tax rate. It’s a balance. 
It helps to think about the dollar amount 
of tax rather than the tax rate. 

Putting it all together: With this year’s 
CLA adjustment, the increase in the state tax 
rate, the projected yield and projected resi-
dential tax rate increases (decreases) are as 
follows (includes U-32 and respective el-
ementary school budgets as proposed): Berlin 
+6.5¢; Calais +7.2¢; E. Montpelier +2.4¢; 
Middlesex +7.4¢; and Worcester +14.3¢. 

The last but very important part of the 
equation is the income protection in Act 
68. During calendar year 2015 56% of the 
homeowners in our five towns did not need 
to pay the full amount of the education tax 
since they made less than the $137,500.  
For tax year 2015, the current income 
cap per household is $137,500 ($148,019 
if working). Make sure that you apply for 
any homestead tax adjustment. Please 
help your relatives, friends and neighbors 
apply for adjustments if they are eligible.  
Even if you didn’t receive one in the past, 
it is worth applying for, because as the tax 
rates and income limits change, so does the 
eligibility. The tax department has a sub-
stantial outreach program to reach eligible 
citizens. If you have any questions, call the 
tax department at 828-2865.  If you are 
eligible, the tax adjustment shows up right 
on your tax bill.  

see equalized students on pg. 4
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flooringvt.com

RT. 2  EAST MONTPELIER
802-223-7171

VT TOLL FREE 1-800-244-7179   

“Our Prices Will Simply Floor You!”
ALL FAMOUS NAME

FLOORING & CARPETING

EXPERT INSTALLATION
RESIDENTIAL AND COMMERCIAL 

CARPET - VINYL - TILE
HARDWOOD FLOORS

AREA RUGS
ROLLS & ROLLS - IN STOCK

Mohawk Carpet
plus Mohawk Laminate® Mohawk Wood®

A B B Y S
SELF STORAGE

Commercial
Residential • Personal

CLEAN, WELL-LIT
FACILITY

www.abbysselfstorage@aol.com

5x10 to 10x30 Units Available
Manager On-Site 5 Days a week!

802-229-2645
www.abbysselfstorage.com

Daniels Metal
Fabrication, Inc.
Over 35 Years Experience

Custom Sheet Metal 
Fabrication
•Furnace Plenums
•Heat Shields
•Roof Flashing
•Ductwork: pipes & 

elbows in stock
•Grille Faces & Registers 

in stock
456 East Montpelier Road
Montpelier

802-223-2801     
802-223-3789

Bus Stop Conversations Thank you to our business sponsors! 
We appreciate your support.

Call Deb at 223-4949 to place your ad.

MONTPELIER

229-9187
190 E. Montpelier Rd.

Montpelier
www.montpelieragway.com

Your Locally Owned Agway Store

VT Valentine's Candy
802.223.2740 www.morsefarm.com
1168 County Road, Montpelier

Open
9-5 Daily

Local Permanent Disposal Sites:
Washington County Sheriff’s Dept: (802) 223-3001

10 Elm Street, Montpelier, VT
Montpelier Police Dept: (802) 223-3445

1 Pitkin Court, Montpelier, VT 
Barre City Police Department: (802) 476-6613

15 Fourth Street, Barre, VT 
Northfield Police Department: (802) 485-9181

110  Wall Street, Northfield, VT

2017 New Year’s Resolution
Safely store and throw away 
unused or expired medicine. 

It prevents misuse.

Central Vermont New Directions  
Coalition (CVNDC), which serves 
Montpelier and the surrounding WCSU 
towns and 
Washington 
County, is pleased 
to offer the award-
winning parenting 
class Guiding 
Good Choices 
on Wednesdays, 
March 15-April 
12. Guiding 
Good Choices 
is a free, five-
session workshop that aids parents and/or 
caregivers of fourth through eighth graders 
to learn skills as their kids enter middle 
school and high school--crucial transition 
times when communication is key and 
messages about alcohol, tobacco, and 
other drugs should be consistent. 

The course is free and will cover 
how to set clear guidelines with both 
positive and negative consequences; 

how to control and express anger 
constructively; understanding the 
teenage brain; promoting family 
bonds; and preparing kids with 
“refusal” skills when peer influence 
might lead to trouble.
5 Wednesdays, March 15-April 12
6:00-8:00 PM
Waitsfield Elementary School
Parents & caregivers of youth in 
grades 4-8

Guiding Good Choices has an 
excellent track record for preventing youth 
alcohol and drug use and abuse. 

For details, go to: cvndc.org
Childcare provided with reservation.
Space is limited and pre-registration is 

required. Call Ann Gilbert at 223-4949, or 
info@cvndc.org.

Parent Education Workshop
“Guiding Good Choices” 

to help parents improve family bonding and reduce risk of teenage drug use

continued from page 3

*Equalized students, or when is a 
student NOT a student? A school does 
not get $9,588 for every student body in 
the classroom. Say you get a point for each 
student. You get extra points for high school 
students, for state-placed students, for 
students who do not speak English, for low
income students, and for various other categories. You even get extra 
points for not having ENOUGH students, if the decline in enrollment 
is so fast that the lack of revenue would make it impossible to run 
your school. The state adds up all the points, divides it by the num-
ber of actual students, and gives each school a number of equalized 
students which may or may not bear any resemblance to the number 
of actual students! The school then gets basic education funding for 
each equalized student. This same number is used to calculate the 
per-pupil expense, which is even more important these days than the 
total school budget. This is why declining enrollment is such a prob-
lem: when the school’s budget is divided among fewer pupils, the 
per-pupil cost goes up, and that affects the tax rate. Stay tuned!


