
Bridging the Gap:
Pathways to Success

for all Vermont Students

A Vermont KIDS COUNT Report
December 2009

Voices
for Vermont’s Children
Promoting public policy that enhances the lives of children and youth in Vermont



PO Box 261, Montpelier, VT 05601
vtkids@voicesforvtkids.org 

Board of Directors
Susan Titterton
President

Sharon Fortune
Vice President

Kimberly Keiser, M.A.
Treasurer

Frederika French
Secretary

Michael Belenky
Kimberly Bruno, M.D.
David Connor
Ann Traverso Moore
Floyd Nease
Jane Pincus
Kathryn Piper, Esq.
Ann Seibert
K.C. Whiteley

Staff
Carlen Finn
Executive Director

Nicole L. Mace
Research Coordinator

Barbara Postman
Policy Coordinator

Donna Pollard
Bookkeeper

Sheila Reed
Legislative & Community Advocacy 
Coordinator

Deborah Wetmore
Project Coordinator

Acknowledgements
This report was funded by The Annie E. Casey 
Foundation. We thank them for their support 

this report are those of  Voices for Vermont’s 

opinion of  the Foundation.

Special thanks to:
Susan Hayes
Vermont Department of  Education
Stephen Magill
Vermont Department of  Education

and for sharing their wisdom and experience: 
Jeff  Benay, William Mathis, Sue Maguire, 
Steve Metcalf, and Susan Titterton

Credits
Data Collection and Analysis
Nicole L. Mace

Writer
Nicole L. Mace

Voices
for Vermont’s Children   

Voices
for Vermont’s Children
Promoting public policy that enhances the lives of children and youth in Vermont



Bridging the Gap: Pathways to Success for all Vermont Students  

Voices for Vermont’s Children

ermonters believe in the ideal of  equal opportunity. 

opportunity is to enable all children, regardless of  

higher student achievement than most other parts of  the 

and their magnitude demonstrates that Vermont is far from 
ensuring all students are mastering critical skills. 

fact that children’s educational attainment can so often be 
predicted by their family economic status is a direct challenge 

constitute 29.6 percent of  the children in Vermont schools, 

a lasting impact on our state’s economic and social health. As 

The very existence of  civilization as we know it depends upon our youth securing
the very best education that it is in our power to give.  

- GOVERNOR ERNEST W. GIBSON (1947-1950)1

 

Introduction

With a national and state economy in deep recession, analysts 

2

of  students from families struggling to manage life in poverty 

policy makers. If  current trends continue, more and more 

reading skills, or even high school diplomas. Since these poor 
education outcomes lead to large public and social costs, the 
price tag of  our continued inaction promises to be steep. 

The good news is that there is broad consensus among 

students in the process. This effort requires implementation 

and ensure that parents and communities are equipped to 

that gap.

V Since poor and low-
income students 
constitute 29.6 percent 
of  the children in 
Vermont schools, their 
poor education outcomes 
have, and will continue 
to have, a lasting impact 
on our state’s economic 
and social health. 
As stewards of  our 
children’s future, we 
need to do better.

1
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New England Common Assessment 
Program Scores
The Vermont Department of  Education administers the 

Tests administered in grades 3 through 8 and 
11 evaluate students’ reading and mathematics 

assessments being conducted in grades 4, 5, 8, 

the end of  the previous school year.3  Results are 
reported for all students and disaggregated by: 

4

Students eligible for 
federal Free and Reduced 
Lunch assistance 
(FRL), a measure 
of  poverty in schools, 
consistently demonstrate 

on statewide math and 
reading assessments than 
their non-FRL peers. 

2
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While neither group’s score is particularly encouraging, the fact 

have the skills they need to reach their full potential. 

In most grades, less than 
half  of  low-income 

reading, compared with 
over 80 percent of  non-

low-income females.

3

In 2008, just 19 percent 
of  FRL-eligible males 

while 41 percent of  their 
non-poor male peers were 90%
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National Assessment of Educational 
Progress Scores

National Assessment of  Educational Progress (NAEP). On the 

income students and their peers is considerable. At grade 4, the 

the grades: by grade 8, it measures 23 points.5 

The NAEP scores also serve as a helpful tool to compare 
Vermont’s scores to those of  other states. According to the 
analysis provided by the Vermont Department of  Education, 
Vermont’s scores are most appropriately compared to states that 
are demographically similar to Vermont. Using this criteria, the 

6  

teaching non-FRL students mathematics, it fares no better 

accompanying chart illustrates these comparisons.7 

Vermont’s non-FRL eligible 4th grade students have higher 
scores than 6 out of  7 states, and 5 out of  7 states in 8th grade.  

These results highlight the need for us to double our efforts 

On average, Vermont’s 
4th grade students fare 
better on the NAEP 
exam than all other 
demographically similar 
states, with the exception 
of  New Hampshire.  
When it comes to 
low income student 
performance, however, 
Vermont’s 4th graders 
score better than just one 
state’s: South Dakota.

4th Grade 8th Grade

Eligible for 

Free-Reduced 

Lunch

Average

Scale

Score

Com-

pared

to

VT

Eligible for 

Free-Reduced 

Lunch

Average

Scale

Score

Com-

pared

to

VT

Iowa 232 Iowa 269

Maine 235 Maine 272

Montana 235 Montana 277

New Hampshire 237 New Hampshire 276

North Dakota 236 North Dakota 280

South Dakota 232 South Dakota 276

Vermont 235 Vermont 277

Wyoming 234 Wyoming 274

Not Eligible for 

Free-Reduced 

Lunch

Average

Scale

Score

Com-

pared

to

VT

Not Eligible for 

Free-Reduced 

Lunch

Average

Scale

Score

Com-

pared

to

VT

Iowa 249 Iowa 292

Maine 251 Maine 294

Montana 251 Montana 299

New Hampshire 255 New Hampshire 296

North Dakota 250 North Dakota 298

South Dakota 248 South Dakota 297

Vermont 254 Vermont 300

Wyoming 246 Wyoming 291

our neediest students.

4
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Graduation Rates

students eligible for FRL assistance. The Vermont Department 
of  Education’s 2008 graduation cohort data is disaggregated 
by subclass, including gender and poverty. Again, poor and 

Female, non-FRL students graduated, on average, at a rate of  
23 percentage points higher than male FRL students.8  

2008, compared to 79 percent of  non-FRL students.9 Mount 

rates of  50, 55, and 60 percent, respectively.10 Colchester 

diploma in 2008.11

Henry Levin of  the Teachers College at Columbia University 
states: “An individual’s educational attainment is one of  the 
most important determinants of  their life chances in terms of  
employment, income, health status, housing, and many other 
amenities.”12  Failure to graduate from high school is associated 

incarceration, homelessness, health problems, and higher rates 
of  accessing public assistance.13  These outcomes come at a 
cost to all of  us: a recent study found that converting Vermont 

14 

college. This means that poor high school graduation results 
are not isolated among a single cohort of  students. A recent 

achievement of  the next. VSAC’s survey of  2008 high school 

15

“An individual’s 
educational attainment 
is one of  the most 
important determinants 
of  their life chances in 
terms of  employment, 
income, health status, 
housing, and many other 
amenities.”
-Henry Levin, Teachers College 
at Columbia University 

5
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A recent study found 
that converting Vermont 
students who drop out of  
high school this year to 
graduates would net the 
state over $458 million.
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like reading and mathematics. As the National Center on 

speaking, mathematics, science, literature, history, and the arts 

16

strategically to improve both FRL and non-FRL student 

in the modern economy. 

systems reforms: modifying aspects of  students’ learning 
environment by employing research-driven strategies such as 
changing curriculum, engaging parents, and reducing class 
size. Another approach involves family support structures: 
providing critical assistance to families and children living in 
poverty in order to reduce some of  the pressures they face. 

families, children are more likely to have their cognitive and 

prepared to learn.

Systems of Educational Excellence

literature, “high poverty schools that achieve gains in student 
performance engage in systemic change.”17  That is, there is no 

successful high poverty schools employ a combination of  
strategies in order to educate hard-to-reach students. CPE 

A culture of  high expectations and caring for students

A safe and disciplined environment

A curriculum focused on academic achievement that 
emphasizes basic skills in mathematics and literacy

Increased instructional time

Ongoing, diagnostic assessment

Parents as partners in learning

Professional development to improve student achievement

Collaboration among teachers and staff

At a time when other 
countries are steadily 
increasing their 
population of  highly 
educated citizens, the 
need for us to increase 
educational attainment 
among all students is 
urgent. As economist 
Thomas Bailey 
suggests, “In the past, 
educational inequality 
was a problem primarily 
for people who ended 
up with lower levels of  
education; increasingly, 
it will be a problem for 
everyone.” 

Pathways to Success for All Vermont Students

6
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In order to be effective, these practices must be exercised 

reforms, suggesting that employing a single strategy, for limited 

18 

Other research echoes similar themes. According to Henry 
Levin, a number of  emerging interventions for students at-risk 
of  dropping out of  high school hold much promise. These 

19 
small size, personalized instruction, high expectations, 
parental engagement, and competent teaching and counseling 
personnel, and extended instruction time. Again, these features 
or interventions should not be implemented on an individual 
basis, but “should be done in combination to comprise a 
different school and schooling experience.”20

Vermont Department of  Education Study 

In October 2009, the Vermont Department of  Education 
Roots of  Success: Effective Practices in 

Vermont Schools

characteristics of  Vermont schools effectively improving the 
21

The DOE report also emphasizes the point that “it is not a 
single program or strategy that ensures student success. Rather, 
effective schools create a comprehensive education system to 
best meet the needs of  all students.”22

improve educational outcomes among all students. And yet, 

movement in that direction. In 2008, these successful schools 
had, on average, achievement gaps of  20 percentage points in 
math and 12 points in reading.23 When asked about ongoing 

limited availability and access to high-quality early education, 

7

The belief  that all students can succeed

The belief  that school staff  are ultimately responsible for 
students’ success and must therefore continually improve 
their practice

Effective school leadership that helps translate these beliefs 
into practice

monitor and support students

A professional teaching culture that supports high quality 
instruction and includes staff  collaboration, trust among 
staff  members, strong staff  commitment and dedication, and 
effective paraprofessionals
A comprehensive and highly functioning support system for 

or socially, including early intervention programs

 A supportive school climate that makes all students and 
adults feel safe

families and involving them in their child’s learning
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including limited access to community-based social services, 
especially in rural communities.24 

Clearly, schools alone cannot address the problem of  poverty 

help ensure all children have the opportunity to succeed. 

Family Support Structures
Families living in poverty face many obstacles: from lack of  

social services, and medical care, to short supplies of  safe, 
affordable housing and reliable transportation. The more 
supports these struggling families can access, the better 

at home. The stronger a child’s foundation, the more likely it is 

income, and community supports they need.
    
Work Supports - Compounding the challenges faced 

neglect to address the needs of  the children in those families.25 

Shelly Waters Boots and her colleagues at the Urban Institute 
identify four key needs that must be met in order for children 
to thrive: stability, health, nurturing, and activity.26 A child’s 

quality childcare, and stable housing.27 A child’s need for health 

and availability.28

attachments and have positive parent-child interactions.29 

30  

Waters Boots et al. assert that these needs must inform 

youth development endeavors. They take a threefold approach 

on states and the federal government to:

  school supports

  work supports

have had their cognitive and emotional development needs met 
at an early age.  

8

Schools alone cannot 
address the problem of  
poverty and inequitable 
educational attainment. 
If  we are serious about 
improving outcomes for 
low-income students 
we must include a 
comprehensive system of  
family support structures 
that will help ensure 
all children have the 
opportunity to succeed.
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Income Supports - Policies that increase families’ income 

achievement gap. Ronald Ferguson of  Harvard’s Kennedy 
School of  Government notes that “policies and programs that 
raise income for very poor households have been found to 
boost achievement among young children.”31

are grounded in the fact that the effect of  poverty on children’s 
readiness to learn is “profound”.32

Community Supports - Education policy analyst Michael 
Rebell suggests that “a serious and realistic approach to 
educational policy and practice must encompass the complex 

33  In 
addition to school-based reforms similar to those discussed 

  programs

  programs

Again, this research echoes a common theme. Programs that 
incorporate a range of  school and community-based supports 
can effectively boost student achievement. 

The Vermont Department of  Education study found that the 

school programs, both school and community-based, that assist 

to experience “an array of  enrichment activities.”34 Decades of  

school programs can play in improving student achievement.  

activities.35 

Community schools, in particular, offer much promise in 
improving student achievement. The Harlem Children’s Zone, 

multi-pronged approach to improving educational outcomes 

medical, dental, and mental health services.36  The initiative 

National Bureau of  Economic Research found that students in 

37

9

Studies show that 
disadvantaged elementary 
and middle school youth 
who regularly attend 
high quality afterschool 
programs for at least two 
years are academically 
further ahead of  their 
peers who spend more 
out-of-school time in 
unsupervised activities.
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be done to reduce educational inequality and help all students 

to redirect or collect the resources, 
and provide the oversight necessary 
to implement such a comprehensive 
approach. As a Vermont principal noted 
in the Vermont Department of  Education 
study, “The research has been there. It’s 
been around for a long time. We’ve got the 

38 

It is in Vermont’s interest to adopt an integrated policy 

“The research has been 
there. It’s been around 
for a long time. We’ve got 
the information. What 
we need is the will.”

Conclusion

students lacking the critical skills and diplomas they 
need in order to escape poverty. 

Intergenerational poverty and corresponding poor 
educational outcomes pose a moral, economic, and 

vision, Vermont stands to not only be a leader in the 
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