
Is the school board radically changing the salary structure of a 50-year agreement? 

The current salary structure for teachers is a grid in which each of 6 columns represents a level 
of education plus a certain number of credit hours of continuing education. Each of 18 rows 
represents a step, or an additional year of experience. Teachers are hired at a given column and 
step based on their previous level of education and years of experience. Each year they advance 
an additional step until they reach the highest step in the column representing their level of 
education and cannot advance further. If, in a given year, they achieve a new level of education 
they also move over one column and so may receive both step and column raises. In addition, 
increases to the base District salary increase the pay rate at all points on the salary grid. 
Traditionally a multiplier of the lowest salary has been used to determine the salary in each cell 
of the grid. So, for example, someone with a Bachelor’s degree plus 15 credit hours of 
education and in their 5th year of teaching (BA+15, step 5) would make 1.24 times the base 
salary of a teacher with a Bachelor’s degree and in their first year of teaching (BA, step 1). The 
highest salary in the grid, MA+30, step 18, would make 2.068 times the base salary. 

The Board’s imposed salary terms, which represent its best and final offer in its last mediated 
negotiation session with the SBEA, do not change the structure of the salary grid. There are still 
the same number of steps and columns. The Board imposed two changes to how salaries for FY 
2018 are calculated, neither of which are unprecedented or radical, and neither of which are 
necessarily permanent. These changes represent a slightly different way of applying money to 
the existing grid.  

First, the imposed terms hold teachers on step for one year.  In the Board’s best and final two-
year proposal, which was rejected by the SBEA, step increases were put back in the second 
year. Teachers were held on step in South Burlington in 2008 and 2014 at the request of the 
SBEA in negotiations. Holding teachers on step for one year frees up more of the funds that the 
Board has budgeted for salary increases so that they can be targeted to specific parts of the 
salary schedule (see below).  

Second, the imposed terms put dollar amounts on each cell in the grid rather than using the 
multiplier system. Teachers in the BA columns will receive $2,000 raises. Teachers in the MA 
columns, steps 1-17 will receive $1,700 raises. Teachers in the MA+30, step 18 columns will 
receive $1,500 raises. The average raise across the grid is $1,679. Placing dollar amounts on 
cells is common practice across the state in teacher contract negotiations, including recent 
negotiations in other districts. 

Why did the Board impose these changes? 

Address The Growing Pay Gap between Junior and Senior Teachers   ̶ The existing index or 
multiplier system results in a pay gap between junior and senior teachers that grows in dollar 
terms every time an increase is made to the base salary. As this gap widens, teachers who are 
required to do essentially the same job (admittedly with differing levels of experience) are 
compensated ever more disparately. Last year, for example, a starting teacher in South 



Burlington was paid $46,370 less than the most experienced teacher. That gap would widen to 
$46,751 in FY 2018 and would widen each year thereafter if the imposed salary increases were 
calculated through an index system. Under the imposed “dollars on cells” system, the gap 
narrows to $45,870. The change is small, but the Board believes it is necessary to make some 
progress on this long-standing issue.  

Compete for Junior Teachers More Effectively – The District’s most senior teachers make 6% 
more than the average of Chittenden County teachers at the same level, which makes them the 
highest compensated in the state. At the same time, teachers in our BA+30 column are actually 
paid 1.0% less than the Chittenden County average. Other BA columns make close to the county 
average. The impact is that it can be challenging for the District to compete for teachers at the 
junior levels. This in turn means that it can be difficult to stay within budget when filling open 
positions because the District often ends up hiring teachers higher on the pay scale. 

Compensate Junior Teachers Fairly – Junior teachers pay a much higher percentage of their 
lower salaries toward healthcare costs and pension fees. Providing higher dollar raises to these 
levels was intended to ease these burdens. 

Continue to Compensate Senior Teachers Fairly – The Board appreciates the experience that 
the District’s senior teachers bring to their jobs.  Indeed, the imposed terms continue to provide 
the highest compensation in the State to the District’s most experienced teachers and provide 
them with raises that outpace inflation over the past 12 months.  Teachers at the highest step 
and column in the grid actually end up making more in FY 2018 than they would have under an 
index system ($91,288 versus $90,525). (The index system would have used a significant 
percentage of the new money allotted to salaries to pay step increases, for which the highest-
compensated teachers are not eligible.) The terms continue to provide a premium to the 
District’s highest paid teachers over more junior teachers that recognizes the value of their 
experience. 

Why did the Board decide to make these changes now? 

The Board has been working to address these issues for several negotiating cycles. These are not new 

discussions. The SBEA has been unwilling to consider even slight or temporary changes to the structure 

of salary or healthcare cost sharing arrangements despite the fact that the environment in which the 

District operates continues to evolve. Nor has the union offered creative solutions of its own to these 

challenges.  

The Board understands the challenges that the teachers and the community have faced over the past 

year. We thank the teachers for their professionalism and strength and the community for its support. 

That being said, the Board must fulfill the responsibilities it was elected to carry out to the best of its 

ability. To postpone what it believes are changes that will make the District function better and more 

fairly for all would be irresponsible of the Board. 

 



 

 

 If teachers were to continue to pay a dollar cost toward premiums/OOP vs. a percentage, 
could they be on the hook for a larger amount of the cost if healthcare costs continue to rise. 

As an employer, the District wants to offer great quality, cost-effective healthcare plan options 
to all its employees and their eligible dependents. Healthcare costs are likely to continue to rise, 
and the school board believes teachers should contribute to those costs.  

The Board offered to hold employee spending on healthcare constant in dollar terms at FY 2017 
levels for two more years as a way of addressing SBEA concerns about the new plans. This 
would have meant that any increases in healthcare costs for those two years would have been 
absorbed by the District. After two years, the Governor's commission is supposed to make a 
recommendation for a statewide healthcare solution.  The SBEA rejected the Board’s proposal. 
The imposed terms hold employees at current spending for the one year to which those terms 
apply.  Contributions to FY 2019’s healthcare premiums and OOP expenses will be negotiated as 
part of next year’s contract. 

Why can’t you just “go back to the table” and “keep talking”? 

Several factors led to the Board’s decision to declare finality and impose its final offer at this time.  With 

open enrollment for new healthcare plans beginning November 1, teachers need to understand their 

share of healthcare benefits costs so they can make informed choices.  Further, if no terms are in place 

by the time first paychecks are distributed, state law requires that teachers automatically receive step 

increases in salary, which would significantly complicate further negotiations.  Also, the budgeting 

process for FY 2019 must commence within the next few weeks, and the District needs clarity regarding 

expected salaries for FY 2018 to form the basis of the FY 2019 budget. 

Beginning with letters between the parties in May 2016, we have been working diligently to try to reach 

agreement on a contract.  After 10 months and 12 negotiation sessions, however, the SBEA showed so 

little movement toward a reasonable settlement that the Board believed that additional discussions had 

little hope of bringing closure to negotiations.  A delay would only postpone potential disruptions in our 

schools to later in the school year.   

The Board is willing to go back to the table immediately to discuss contract terms for FY 2019 and has 

reached out to the SBEA to initiate that process. 

 


