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Candidate Questionnaire - 2018 

Thank you for taking the time to share your thoughts on what's important to Vermont-NEA's 14,000 

members and their families. In this brief survey, we will outline key issues, followed by our position on 

them. 

We ask you whether you agree or disagree with (or don't know about) our position on nine issues.  The 

issues fall into two broad categories: education and labor/economic well-being. The education issues 

include: school finance; co-location of services; student and staff safety; paraeducators; and public Pre-

K.  The labor issues include: controlling health care costs; right to strike; retirement security; and good 

cause employment. You must register your opinion on each issue to move forward in the survey. 

Again, thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. Your responses will be available to the 

women and men of Vermont-NEA. Together with our communities, we strive to make our local public 

schools Vermont's most important resource. 

 

 

Candidate Information

First Name: Phil 

Last Name: Scott 

Email: phil@philscott.org 

Phone Number: (802) 552-8194 

 

 

Office you are seeking: Governor 

 

 

Local School Visit 

Would you be interested in visiting a school in your district and meeting with local educators? 

X   Yes 
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School Finance: Eliminate the Property Tax, Fair Taxes for VT Kids  

Together with our communities, Vermont-NEA members are leading the charge in making our already 

great public schools even better, equipping our students with the tools they need to live happy, 

productive and fulfilling lives, no matter what path they choose to pursue. The state's constitutional 

obligation is to ensure access to a substantially equal amount of funding for each student, regardless of 

community. A related purpose of the original Act 60 was to enable low wealth communities to level up. 

It was a striking success, but that leveling up fed a public misperception that, coupled with our state's 

decline in school-aged children, we are spending "too much" on education. The state is paying no more 

on schoolchildren now as a percentage of the state’s economy than it has for decades dating back to 

well before the enactment of Act 60. Moreover, we know that two-thirds of Vermont homeowners pay 

their education property taxes based upon their income and their family’s ability to pay, but the 

wealthiest one-third of Vermonters do not.  We believe the next step for Vermont schools is to ensure 

all residential homeowner pays their fair share and support all children’s education based upon their 

ability to pay – this includes the wealthiest. By eliminating the residential homestead property tax and 

moving it to an income tax for all Vermonters, and not just for lower and middle income as we do now, 

we can ensure that everyone pays their fair share. Vermont-NEA believes we should eliminate the 

education property tax for residential homesteads to move it to an income tax for all, so that all 

Vermonters – including the wealthiest – pay their fair share for our children’s public education.

 Disagree 

Anything you want to add on school finance? 

I’m open to having the conversation about how we pay for education, but we must also have the tough 

conversation about Vermont’s demographics and the impetus we have to find efficiencies, right-size our 

system and build a cradle-to-career education system that gets the most out of every tax dollar as we 

continue to lose three kids from our schools, on average, every single day. The conversation around 

education finance must happen in tandem with the broader reform efforts that are focused on utility.  

They must go hand in hand.  

As far as replacing the residential property tax with an income tax, I have many concerns. First and 

foremost, I am concerned about Vermonters’ tax capacity. Vermont has some of the highest marginal 

income tax rates in the country and I worry about the consequences of putting additional liabilities on 

this already unstable tax source, how it would impact the other services we pay for with income taxes 

and, most importantly, the impact on Vermont’s economy. Secondly, at the moment, Vermonters are 

civically tied to budget votes through the local residential tax rate, which varies based on what different 

school boards and voters decide on their local school budgets. How would we maintain that tenant of 

local control if local tax rates were not singularly a product of local budgets? Lastly, the conversation 

around property taxes has been a compelling one in Vermont for decades. For my part, and perhaps to 
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your chagrin, I have been a strong advocate for addressing high property taxes in Vermont. How do we 

maintain the level of local engagement we have currently in good fiscal management of school budgets 

if the funding system displaces much of the fiscal burden onto a few? 
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Co-location of Services: Meeting the Needs of All Children 

Vermont’s student population is changing.  More and more children, especially in the early grades, are 

coming to school unprepared to learn because of adverse childhood experiences.  These experiences 

can be related to physical and emotional trauma, the impacts of poverty and related economic 

uncertainties, or caretakers dealing with drug addiction.  Whatever the cause, very young children are 

bringing those experiences – sometimes traumatic – with them to school.  This affects not only their 

individual ability to learn but also that of their peers to learn and their teachers to teach. In order to 

meet the needs of not only all children, but that of struggling families, there should be efforts to expand 

essential social services to children and families in a school-based setting.  Schools are already the 

center of many Vermont communities and it is logical to provide other essential services to students and 

families in this setting.  This could include access to mental health services, dental care, health care and 

other state social services. By helping families struggling with poverty (including homelessness, food 

insecurity and lack of transportation), mental health services, health care, and other social supports, we 

can ensure both that all students are ready to learn when they come to school, AND that their families 

are positioned to succeed. Some schools in Vermont have already begun this work.  Vermont-NEA 

believes at a time when young students are coming to school unable to learn due to complex family 

circumstances, we should move toward the co-location of essential support services for all students 

and families inside our community schools. 

 

 Agree  

 

I support co-locating services, particularly mental health and behavioral health services for kids in 

schools. If we’ve learned one thing, definitively, from Act 46, it’s that in many corners of Vermont, our 

schools are the center of communities. Moreover, for many kids, unfortunately, school and not the 

home can be the most comfortable and nurturing environment to receive essential support services.  

The Department of Mental Health is really on the forefront of this new service delivery proposition and 

before moving to fast in this direction, I think we need to know definitively that it produces better 

outcomes for those we’re serving.  
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Student and Staff Safety – Support for Training 

With the changing student population, there are more students who exhibit challenging and at times 

violent behavior toward themselves, fellow students and school staff.  The students exhibiting these 

behaviors are often very young – including some in kindergarten and the early grades – and are coming 

to school from home circumstances marked by complex challenges related to poverty, drug addiction 

and other traumas.  These adverse childhood experiences can result in dangerous and violent situations 

that make learning conditions for fellow students and working conditions for teachers and school 

support staff challenging and at times unsafe.  Students exhibiting these behaviors need supports, and 

school staff and leaders are working to provide them; however, more training and capacity are needed 

to meet these safety and learning challenges. Vermont-NEA believes the state of Vermont should 

invest in providing training to all school personnel on how to deal with these challenging student 

behaviors while also ensuring staff the time and capacity to properly implement these strategies. 

 

 Agree  

 

Anything you want to add on student and staff safety? 

I agree that teachers and personnel are facing this challenge, and training would be helpful. I do think, 

however, it is important to address these training and capacity needs within existing resources.  

It’s concerning to me that teachers and school personnel feel unsafe as they face more and more 

challenging student behavior. Last spring, I singed an executive order creating a community violence 

task force, which includes an emphasis on school safety and is co-chaired by the Commissioner of 

Mental Health and Daniel Barkuff, an Emergency Department doctor. As they assess how we can make 

our communities safer, as well as the prospect of co-locating services essential support services in 

schools, I anticipate collaboration with school personnel will be an area in which we will see the greatest 

opportunity to achieving the goal. 
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Paraeducators – Essential to Student Success 

Providing equal educational opportunities to all Vermont students is not only essential, it is 

constitutionally required.  Students come to school with varying needs that must be met to help them 

learn and be successful.  Vermont teachers go far beyond teaching our students reading, writing and 

arithmetic, but include critical thinking, artistic expression and essential social skills often tailored to the 

individual student’s ability and interests.  What is often not acknowledged is that paraeducators are a 

critical component of making Vermont schools and our students thrive and learn.  Paraeducators 

provide critical one-on-one support to students, while also supporting teachers' ability to deliver 

detailed direct instruction to a diverse spectrum of students.  Whether it is in special education, general 

education or other school support functions, paraeducators are essential to ensure our schools meet all 

students’ needs.  Vermont-NEA believes that any decisions about the use of paraeducators and other 

support staff in Vermont schools should be made at the local level, where school leaders, school 

boards, and teachers know best what essential education supports are needed to ensure all students 

succeed.

Last spring, the Vermont legislature advanced and I signed Act 173, An act relating to enhancing the 

effectiveness, availability, and equity of services provided to students who require additional support, 

which will greatly change the way the state pays for special education services. The bill was informed by 

expanding research within this area around best practices and how financing can align with the adoption 

of best practices. In this vein, I think the general assembly and I agree there is a role for the state to 

provide information and technical assistance in the area of special education.  
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Expanding Pre-K: Public Investment in our Future 

In the 1980’s, Vermont was a leader in requiring all school districts to offer kindergarten to our state’s 

youngest children.  Over the past several decades, research has proven that early learning is essential to 

child brain development and the earlier that children gain access to these high-quality educational 

opportunities the better prepared they are to learn as they grow and develop.  Recognizing the 

importance of prekindergarten education (pre-K), the Legislature in 2014 passed Act 166, which 

provides families up to 10 hours of public money, through a voucher, to use toward qualified Pre-K 

programs.  While an important step in acknowledging the needs of our youngest children, Act 166’s 

funding mechanism – vouchers – has, perversely, made it harder for our state’s most vulnerable 

children: those in poverty and with special needs.  Since Act 166 only provides funding for 10 hours, 

families unable to pay for the additional portion of the privately provided child care can’t access this 

public benefit.  We already know that children who come from families on the margins are at a 

disadvantage when they enter public schools.  Additionally, Act 166 incorrectly presumes that vouchers 

for privately provided high quality pre-K ensure its availability, and that just is not so. As the state looks 

appropriately to expand public Pre-K, it is essential that policy decisions don't disadvantage children 

with special needs or those from poorer families.  Vermont’s local public schools meet the needs of all 

students and families, while ensuring high-quality education is provided equitably across the state. 

Many public schools already provide public Pre-K for all children in their community, and all others 

should follow their lead.  Vermont-NEA believes that high quality universal Pre-K is essential to the 

development of our children, especially those in less advantaged households, and that any additional 

state investment in Pre-K should ensure equity for all children by having local public school districts 

provide this early education directly. 

Anything you want to add on public funded and provided Pre-K? 

As Governor, my focus is to grow the economy, make Vermont more affordable and protect the most 

vulnerable. Early care and learning spans all three goals. An investment in our kids is an investment in 

our future. With greater focus on early care, I am confident Vermont can offer the best cradle-to-career 

education system in the country, which is the greatest economic development tool we could have.  

In my first term, I proposed increasing Vermont’s funding in early care and learning, including: adding 

$7.5 million to the Child Care Financial Assistance Program, which provides essential support to families 

and providers; using $1 million to provide full-day pre-K programs for high-poverty kids; and creating a 

$600,000 grant for the development of a child care shared services model. And, I proposed a voluntary 

home visit program for pregnant women and babies. In addition, I suggested $500,000 for pilot 

programs at the municipal level, to explore different models to expand capacity, and increase quality 

and affordability.  

Under Vermont’s current universal pre-k law, Act 166 of 2014, parents are entitled to up 10 hours of 

pre-k at prequalified providers for 35 weeks a year. We have a diverse network of pre-k providers in 

Vermont and the ecosystem between our childcare providers and pre-k providers is vulnerable at this 

early stage. And while I support additional state investment in pre-k and childcare, I worry about how 

earmarking this exclusively for pre-k programs in public schools will affect the ecosystem I mentioned 



 

Vermont-NEA Candidate Questionnaire - 8 
 

earlier. Our providers and schools do amazing things for our kids and I believe parental choice under the 

current structure is best for parents and kids.   
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Controlling health care costs for ALL – A path forward 

Vermont-NEA has been and remains a leading advocate of health care reform, including Medicare for 

All, while supporting incremental reforms along the way. Affordable health care is still out of reach for 

many Vermonters and only getting more expensive. The health insurance that school employees receive 

has been a major subject of debate in Montpelier for the past two years.  While this debate was 

happening, educators and their families, who make up the largest private health insurance pool in the 

state with nearly 40,000 lives, moved to high deductible plans.  This transition has been problematic to 

say the least.  What both the debate in Montpelier and the experiences of educators moving to these 

new plans has reinforced is that we must do something about the cost of health care for all Vermonters. 

Healthcare costs are growing faster than the rest of the economy and eating up more and more costs for 

both workers and employers.  For example, education spending as a percentage of Vermont state GDP 

has remained steady at approximately 5% for over twenty years, while health care costs have grown 

from 10% to nearly 20% during the same period. Whether it is the cost of public education, running a 

small business or state government, health care costs are having a significant negative impact on our 

economy.  Though the pressures are great to do something quickly, we must not fall into the trap of cost 

shifting who pays and put more economic stress on working people. Instead, we need to look to ways to 

bring down health care costs for everyone.  Vermont-NEA believes the state should implement 

innovative policies that begin to control the soaring health care costs and stop the move towards 

putting more cost on working Vermonters. 

 

My Administration is looking at expanding and improving the Vermont All-Payer Accountable Care 

Organization Model. This pilot program aligns incentives across Medicare, Medicaid, and Commercial 

payers to promote better health care outcomes and patient experience of care. The model creates more 

flexibility for providers to meet Vermonters’ individual needs for health and well-being. The goals of this 

program are to: improve access to primary care; reduce the prevalence and morbidity of chronic 

disease; and reduce deaths due to suicide and drug overdose -- all top priorities for my administration. 

The model is both a public/private partnership and a state/federal partnership. My administration is 

focused on how to scale the model responsibly, while continuing to customize it for our most pressing 

needs. 

As far as the preamble on the experience of VEHI members’ transition to high-deductible plans, I believe 

that a group-wide approach would have mitigated the user hurdles, particularly for those VEHI members 

whose districts chose to go with Future Planning Associates.  
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Right to Strike 

Vermont teachers and school support staff have had the right to collectively bargain for 50 years.  

Vermont’s average teacher pay is in the middle of the pack nationally and $2,000 below the national 

average. In the 1980’s, Vermont’s teachers were the lowest paid in the nation. As a result of collective 

bargaining Vermont educators are now paid a decent wage, a key reason why our school system is among 

the top 5 in the country. One part of collective bargaining for teachers and school support staff is that if at 

the end of a long process an agreement cannot be reached, educators may choose to withhold their labor 

by striking and school boards may choose to impose working conditions on employees.  Both of these 

options are used as a last resort and are decisions not made lightly by union members or school boards.  In 

fact, over the past 50 years of educator collective bargain there have been over 5,000 contracts 

negotiated and fewer than 30 strikes or impositions, ever. While strikes are exceedingly rare, Vermont-

NEA believes that the right to strike for school employees is fundamental and has been and will remain 

a last, but sometimes necessary, resort to reach a fair contract settlement. 

 

Agree  

 

While disruptive to kids and families, and uncomfortable for teachers, I do believe teachers should have 

the right to strike to reach a fair contract.  
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Retirement Security 

In 2010 and 2014, Vermont-NEA reached historic agreements with the State protecting the fiscal 

security of the State Teachers' Retirement System, saving taxpayers more than $1 billion over the course 

of the next several decades (Vermont-NEA and the State reached quieter agreements protecting the 

Municipal Employees' Retirement System.) Vermont's teachers are paying more and working longer for 

their retirement benefits. During the prior two decades, the State annually and routinely underfunded 

the Teachers' Retirement System by millions, sometimes tens of millions, of dollars. The State has met 

its full funding commitment to this system for each of the past 11 years. Vermont-NEA believes the 

State must continue to meet its annual funding commitment to the State Teachers' Retirement 

System. Moreover, Vermont-NEA believes, as was the case this year, any budget surplus monies 

should be earmarked to make-up for the state’s past underfunding of the State Teachers’ Retirement 

System in order to reduce the interest costs paid by the state, thereby saving taxpayers millions of 

dollars. 

 

I agree we should continue to meet our annual funding commitment to the State Teachers' Retirement 

System. In fact, both my FY17 and FY18 budget recommendations fully funded those commitments as 

set forth by the State Treasurer. All that said, I think the legislature’s determination to put so much of 

the additional revenue the state received in FY18 into this liability foreshadows a structural challenge 

the State Treasurer, Department of Finance and Management and legislature will grabble with for years 

to come. I believe surplus revenue should be returned to taxpayers in one way, shape, or form.  
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Making Vermont attractive to workers: "Good cause," not "at will" 

Vermont is a wonderful place to live and raise a family. It should be an equally wonderful place to work. 

For many Vermonters, it is: they enjoy protections from many forms of arbitrary or discriminatory 

treatment by employers and, if accused of some form of misconduct or incompetence, they have a way 

to present their perspective and have a neutral decision-maker decide who is right. Non-unionized 

employees, however, do not, beyond prohibited statutory forms of discrimination, have any state-

protected job security at all. Their employer may treat them as "at will" employees, which means an 

employee may be terminated, at any time, for any reason not prohibited by law, or for no reason at all. 

"At will" employment makes job-taking risky and job retention fortuitous. It makes employees insecure 

because their employment is not protected. Vermont needs to attract more people of working and 

family-rearing age. Doing so is an ongoing state imperative. Providing job security that distinguishes 

Vermont from other states will make Vermont comparatively more attractive to employees. Vermont-

NEA believes the state should enact legislation that enables employers to fire employees, but only if 

they have a good faith reason related to the employer's business and not trivial, arbitrary, or 

capricious reasons. 

 

I would not support such legislation. This is a very slippery slope and would result in lawsuits that may 

not be warranted.  


