2002 Poultney Community Visit

Introduction

Fred Schmidt, the Director of the Center for Rural Studies at UVM says, “when you
know one Vermont community, you...know one Vermont community.” To the Visiting
Team working with the Vermont Council on Rural Development (VCRD), the Poultney
Community Visit was full of surprises—it is truly a unique town, with exceptional and
enviable strengths and opportunities.

The first thing one notes is the beautiful layout of the town and the wonderful character
of the land surrounding it. The most impressive thing one learns over time is the capacity
of the community: the strength and diversity of community leadership; the general
sophistication about community development; and the dedication of community members
to build on success and make Poultney stronger and better.

Like any rural community in Vermont, Poultney has challenges connected to its size,
resources, organization and communications. Many of these issues are detailed in this
report. For the Community Visit Team, however, each challenge seemed to be met by a
deep set of skills and a number of practical means to move forward.

Priority Challenges

Identified By Residents at Community Meeting — November 6, 2002

. Youth Activities/Recreation/Community Center:

High School-aged youth lack creative outlets and activities. This gap in recreation
resources could be addressed with support of the tremendous untapped resource
of outdoor recreation and arts students and curriculum at Green Mountain
College. Community members are concerned over a disconnection between
youth, adults and elders and the lack of opportunities for youth in community
service, community leadership, and joint activities with adults, elders, and school
children. In addition, Poultney youth have no place to go; there is no one place
that serves as a center for community activities for youth, teens, and adults. The
community lacks public facilities, parks, skating rinks, a skate park, or
appropriate places for youth to hang out. A community center could provide
recreational activities, arts and drama, and outlets for community service to all
ages.

e Education:
Academic Performance/Educational Perception: It is critically important for Poultney
schools to raise test scores from Reading, Writing and Math Evaluations in 2" Grade to



SAT scores for high school students anticipating college attendance. Because of negative
perceptions about educational results and discipline, taxpayers, including many elders on
fixed incomes, have difficulty making the sacrifices required to improve the schools. The
community as a whole needs to see and participate in developing forward momentum for
the schools. Then, by celebrating and publicizing that momentum, the community may
build upon it.

Poultney School Facilities/High School Plan: Poultney School buildings need to be
upgraded. The Elementary School needs a new roof; science labs should be modernized;
and space issues must be addressed. To build the momentum needed to obtain taxpayer
support, a facilities plan must be conjoined with a practical plan for school improvement,
community service activities by students, and the systematic encouragement of
community and college partnerships in the education system. In addition, Poultney needs
to build a process to evaluate the long-term viability of the high school. This evaluation
should include a cost/benefit analysis and review of potential alternatives. If the town
determines to maintain its high school, it should develop an improvement plan, consider
essential enhancements including, for example, distance-learning options, and provide
other supports necessary for Poultney students to be successful. If the town decides to
pursue options other than maintaining its local high school, then it needs to plan and
provide for alternative educational opportunities.
e Poultney Community Vision:

Poultney residents should build a vision of the future of the community that

would help to guide decisions on everything from town planning and zoning to

educational funding, and economic development strategies.

e Economic Development:
Poultney should build an economic development team to support economic
diversification including value-added agricultural products; marketing slate slag
and other slate industry issues including regulatory barriers; attracting and
developing retail, banking, lodging and restaurant services downtown; attracting
knowledge-based industry; encouraging entrepreneurs; and attracting businesses
to the community. In this area, internet and high-speed telecommunications
access should be improved by an analysis of existing needs and a community-
wide pooling of demand to attract a provider who can develop a positive local
solution. The issue of cell phone coverage also needs to be addressed. Poultney
should also develop a coordinated tourism and marketing plan that includes
improved signage, gateways at each end of the town, public access to the lake,
agro-tourism opportunities, development (or attraction) of overnight
accommodations, trail signage and improvement, and tourist information services.

e Community/College Partnership:
The Town of Poultney and full community need to build a systematic relationship
with Green Mountain College. Community members seek access to College
resources, and the community could be a tremendous educational asset for student
involvement, education and leadership activities across the board. Residents
would also like to support the college and pool resources. The College, its




students and staff, could be a tremendous asset in confronting any established

priorities of the community.
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This team met with Task Force Members to build action steps and review potential resources on December
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