
1. Why is your community motivated to participate in the “art and soul” project, of using the arts
to deepen civic dialogue about your town’s unique attributes and its future?   First, the
timing of this grant coincides with the revision of our town plan. In the planning process, civic
engagement is not optional, it is essential. Second, our recent, award-winning work with an arts-based
elementary school curriculum has aptly demonstrated the value of this approach with young people. We
know it works. Finally, and most importantly, we have the desire. This community dearly wants to
maintain and enhance the strength if its social fabric. People care deeply about this place, but the work
of community building is difficult! We’ve been consciously cultivating it for decades—with notable
success, but we could benefit greatly from the expertise within both sponsoring organizations. We
believe Starksboro offers the ideal combination of experience, capacity, and alignment with your
organizations’ goals not just to make this project work in our town, but to demonstrate how it can be
made to work in any town.

This grant is an opportunity to extend what has been a successful and innovative approach for educa-
tion at our local elementary school by applying it to community building outside the school. Five years
ago Robinson Elementary received a 3-year Comprehensive School Reform grant through the Vermont
Dept. of Education to help students strengthen their learning. Of the eight schools receiving grants that
year, Robinson was the only one that chose to strengthen learning by teaching through the arts. Why?
Research shows that teaching from multiple entry points helps students become engaged in learning
and assists in retention of that learning.  Also, an arts-based approach has proven effective with low-
income participants, who frequently rely less heavily on the written word and more on visual and oral
clues. As a result, Robinson has witnessed greater participation, enthusiasm, and engagement among
students and their families. This work was recognized with a National School of Excellence award.
We’re confident that many of the lessons learned within the school can be enhanced and broadened
when applied to similar challenges in the community.

2. Briefly describe your key community assets including agricultural, natural resource, economic
and social features. What are the most significant opportunities and challenges facing
Starksboro? Ecologists refer to the border zone between two distinct natural communities as an
“ecotone.” Straddling the divide between the northern Green Mountains and the Champlain Valley
biophysical regions, Starksboro‘s ecology fits that definition; but the town exists in something of an
economic and social ecotone as well. Ecotones are areas of contrast and tension, but also of
richness…the metaphor fits all three aspects of our community.

Starksboro boasts over 16,000 acres of “core forest”—areas at least 100 meters from any road or
developed use. More significantly, 90% of this area exists in one block between the Huntington River
valley on the east and the Lewis Creek valley on the west. The headwaters of both rivers rise in
Starksboro and human development and travel are concentrated largely along the river valleys. This
core offers important habitat and a corridor for the movement of wildlife between wintering grounds to
the east and feeding grounds in the Champlain Valley. Some of this core is public land, but most of it is
privately owned, working forest in large parcels. Over 20 commercial sugarmakers use these woods,
producing over a quarter million dollars in product over the course of a few short weeks. Mountains
and valleys, open and wooded, dry and moist—Starksboro’s natural environment offers substantial
biodiversity. Yet, despite efforts by an active Conservation Commission, our wildlands are under
appreciated; their services are often taken for granted.

We also are proud of our eight working farms (five dairy farms, two vegetable farms, one heifer stock
breeder), all located in the Lewis Creek corridor. Residents value these farmers highly. In the last
decade, a local ag promotional group supported farm tours, a farm appreciation day, projects between
farms and the elementary school, and discussions about succession. Since 2003, we’ve sponsored an
annual harvest dinner of entirely locally grown food. Farmers feed us, but they do more. A resident



attending a recent forum commented, “A majority of the members of our fire department and rescue
squad are farm owners or their employees.” Starksboro’s residents notice these things, but we are also
aware that times are tough for farmers. Only one farm is conserved. This year, another has undertaken
partial development for residential use. Most are facing the lack of an immediate successor. We hope
that in an energy-constrained future, our society will re-value our productive lands.

Agriculture is Starksboro’s biggest “industry,” though the majority of folks commute to their jobs.
Burlington and Montpelier pull from the north and east, Middlebury and Vergennes pull from the south
and west. Still, Starksboro nearly doubled the number of folks working locally since 1990, while our
population grew by about 25%. Starksboro has the highest density of low-income housing per capita of
any town in the state, the bulk of that in 3 large mobile home parks. We have our share of affluent folks
and plenty in the middle. There are tensions, but we have not gentrified. We’re also feeling the pressure
to grow: proposals for over 15 lots were submitted in the last year—the most created in any year of our
recent history. Farm-friendly land use policies, a diligent planning commission, and a lack of easily
developable land have so far stemmed the tide that has engulfed Hinesburg to our north…but the
waters are rising. Unlike some towns in our region that feel the need to conserve the fragments of
community that remain, we struggle to instill the sense of value for the “whole” that has yet to be
compromised.

One is tempted to speculate that the combination of a physical and an economic ecotone has fostered a
particularly rich social dimension here. We have vibrant boards and vital organizations. Turnover exists
at a healthy level and most organizations seem to balance the creative energy of new blood with the
level-headed wisdom of the long-timer. Trust and respect are the rule. Volunteerism is exceptional.
Volunteers re-roofed the elementary school in three days last year. While many towns in the region
were struggling to fund multi-million dollar town center projects, we voted to purchase a village home
and a small, dedicated group organized grant funds and work bees to restore that building. The total
expense was under $500,000 and our small loan will be paid off in two years. In 2000, the town
partnered with VLT to conserve a 600-acre gateway farm. We haven’t defeated a school budget in
recent memory. We boast a cooperative pre-school, historical society, active Conservation Commission,
award-winning elementary school, monthly community newsletter, community forums and events, a
sports committee, and a healthy rescue squad and volunteer fire department—all measures of a
community with substantial social capital. Moreover, this sense of community is palpable to residents,
recent and long-time. It is nurtured by community organizations that make conscious effort to integrate,
collaborate, and share. Despite the need for occasional “spending down”, Starksboro has invested its
social capital wisely and it’s been decades since a serious issue has divided the town.

We’re blessed with rich and precious natural and human communities. Our task is less to define our
heart and soul, but rather to nurture it, to celebrate it, to explore it. How do we maintain our sense of
community in the face of the imminent social and environmental challenges of the next decade? What
tactics are likely to not just preserve but actually deepen our commitment to democracy, respect, and
engagement? (Resident Frank Bryan has some ideas!) What skills do we need to help residents reflect
and act on their community values for their own and their children’s future? How do we enhance the
culture of community?

We face issues of growth. How can a responsible community expect to protect its natural environment,
while also providing housing and livelihood for its residents? The two are not unrelated. A holistic
approach is needed; a balance must be struck. To simply protect the wildlands without also providing
for housing is a poor strategy, likely to fail any test of inclusiveness. Can we learn to live in more
dense, pleasant, pedestrian settlements as a means of protecting the hinterlands? A strong love of place
must motivate deliberative planning.

Our community is diverse, yet diversity can be divisive and change feels threatening. As in many



towns, the tendency is to see many issues in black-and-white ways through the lens of our own values.
Growth vs. no-growth. Residents vs. non-residents. Locals vs. new folks. We know the mobile home
parks residents are not well integrated into the community, but we’re not sure how to reach out. We
appreciate the need to concentrate growth in villages, but we’re not sure we want our neighborhood to
change. None of these issues is unique to Starksboro. We must find effective ways to “sustain the
conversation.”

Vision and creativity are essential. We often feel constrained by so many complicated and immediate
problems that “planning” becomes just one more task on the pile to work through. How do we tap into
our collective creativity to envision a community that becomes a place that we can look forward to
living in—that our children can live in—fifty years from now? Planning should be an exciting
opportunity to make positive change happen, to direct our future as a community. It has felt this way in
the recent past; currently, this sense of optimism is waning.

3. What would be some valuable outcomes for your community? How would you define success?

- Greater civic engagement: more residents attending March Town Meeting and all town events. A
full slate of contestants for all elected positions. A revival of town forums (or something similar)
designed to solicit input on planning issues from the maximum number of residents. The
establishment of standing committees that extend beyond the current town plan revision process to
address large, difficult issues such as village enhancement, energy and the full spectrum of what
makes a healthy community.

- Greater appreciation for the natural environment and the services it provides. Greater support for
local producers of food, lumber, maple syrup. A strengthened sense of place. Fewer “posted”
properties. More youth engaged in outdoor activities, including traditional activities.  No loss of
farms or productive land.

- Stronger connections between residents of all ages, incomes, and backgrounds. Greater apprec-
iation for our cultural history. A durable record of things that make this community special.

- A refined sense of the tremendous value of working together to solve our own problems. Recog-
nition that “community” doesn’t happen, but rather needs to be nurtured and cultivated. More trust;
more respect. Less fear. More organizations and more participation on current organizations.

- Better performance in our schools. Continued support for school budgets. Better integration of the
student population.

4. How would you describe the dynamics of local planning and land use decision-making in
Starksboro? The late 1980s saw zoning defeated 3 times. In 1990, the Planning Commission proposed
a more structured community forum designed to engage more citizens, solicit their opinions, and incor-
porate their responses into the proposed policy. Zoning passed on the next vote after the first forum and
the forums became a regular annual event for about 5 years. These forums were organized around the
nominal group process. For each forum, the planning commission made calls to over 100 residents
(randomly chosen from the voter checklist), inviting them to these three-hour, Saturday morning
events. Forty to seventy folks would participate. The forums were a lot of work, but they succeeded in
creating a culture of planning—and they provided excellent input to planning commission policy.

This particular era in town planning has waned over the last 10 years. Forums are still held, though less
frequently and less successfully. In the opinion of many, they still represent model civic engagement.

The composition of the planning commission has, for most of recent memory, had a balance of
conservative and liberal influences. This is not unusual for towns; however, the level of respect and
cooperation and the general lack of political maneuvering do seem unusual. More recently, increasing



development pressure has tested these personal relationships and positions appear to be hardening.
Something valuable has been lost.

The planning commission and DRB are dedicated and diligent. There is little question that the interest
of the town are served well. We’ve largely been spared (for the moment) major development proposals
that produced major conflict. One recent five-lot subdivision was appealed to Environment Court.
Another three-lot subdivision mobilized a neighborhood coalition when a wetland was thought to be
threatened. Some years back a mini-mart proposal in the village prompted heavy and vocal opposition.
The project developers pulled out.

The Planning Commission and Conservation Commission partnered to win a municipal planning grant
(2007). The grant supports consultant services to assist in the preparation of a revised Town Plan.

5. Describe the commitment of community leaders and partners to the project. Indicate which
partners will provide leadership and explain their role and responsibilities. The attached letters
support the commitment of the primary leaders and partners. A core committee of representatives from
the Planning Commission, Selectboard, Robinson School and Conservation Commission will lead the
effort, with support and participation from other groups listed below.

5b. What qualifications would you look for and what responsibilities would you assign to your
project coordinator? The project coordinator must be a local resident. This person must be affable,
organized, and committed to the vision articulated above. We’d anticipate this person would provide
support to the members of the steering committee and partners. He or she should be prepared to spend
considerable time meeting individually with residents in their homes. The coordinator would keep the
project on task and on schedule by coordinating and communicating with funders, consultants, artists,
and committee members. The coordinator would be expected to assist the committee in the definition
and measurement of outcomes.

6. List key civic, governmental, school or nonprofit organizations, as well as individuals, that
would be involved. Leadership would by shared by Selectboard, Robinson School, the Planning
Commission, and the Conservation Commission and other working partners.

Town and Local Organizatons Contact Name Role & Responsibilities
Town- Elected officials
Select Board Susan Jefferies, chair Consultant
Planning Commission (PC) Dennis Casey, chair Consultant
Town Plan Revision project Brandy Saxton, PC consultant
Appointed officials
Conservation Commission Jan McCleery, Matt Witten, co-chaira; * Robert Turner Working partner(s)
ACRP Jim Lockridge, commissioner Consultant
ACRP-TAC Rich Warren, member
Energy Coordinator Susan Thompson Consultant/ partner
Educational
Robinson School Dan Noel, principal Working partner
Faculty-Staff Vera Ryersbach, art; *Frank Spina, technology Working partners
Parent Teacher Org Brenda McKean & Lisa Daudon Consultants
School Board- directors Brenda Bedard , chair
Coop Pre-school Susan Pare, teacher
Library (SPL) Lisa Daudon , librarian ; Chris Runcie, trustee Consultant
Non-profit organizations
Add. County Com Trust Staff Consultant/ partner
5 Town Health Alliance Elissa Close Consultant/partner
VT Music Lib. & Shop Jim Lockridge, Working partner
Common Ground Center Peg Kamens. Jim Mendell



7. What are your thoughts or plans for involving local youth or schools?  We envision a
“community mapping project” as one way of engaging both students and town residents. This approach
has succeeded in achieving many of the above goals in other communities. It can be designed to
incorporate a range of artistic approaches, oral histories (J. Elder component), and place-based
learning. We would also expect that it would be a work-in-progress as the revision of our plan is
undertaken. We’d anticipate its development would enrich the discussions in the broader community
about history and change, place and connections.  The older students especially would be expected to
engage directly with community leaders and the planning process.

Many of the elements needed to embrace a community mapping project are already in place in the
school’s place-based curriculum.  The “Essential Question” often considered by students is “How does
where we live affect how we live?” Students learn about the many changes that have occurred in the
landscape and how these changes affected the people (and vice versa). The PTO at Robinson is funding
some or all costs of an artist in residence for the coming year that will bring a writer or writing teacher
to work with students on writing about Starksboro, possibly around the theme of water.  Local writers
will be commissioned to assist us in telling the story of our town.

The Starksboro Public Library and its librarian, Lisa Daudon, has agreed to programming that would
engage middle and high school students around local issues.  This might be in the form of a book
group, participation in the oral history component with John Elder’s students, study of the “localvore”
philosophy, or other current ideas.

8.  What has been the town’s experience with public art or community art projects? Our school
community has annual art projects, involving all of the students and staff. Recent efforts include
creating a colorful and huge banner about our community, flags about our hopes and dreams, and logo
designs for our school. The school participated in the Vermont Palette project (also undertaken as a
library project with the broader community with local artist, Cynthia Kling).  Classrooms have partici-
pated in making quilts; the most recent quilt displays some of the community’s significant buildings
and has been presented to the Town Clerk’s office for display.  The school is also planning on partici-
pating in the Vermont Puzzle piece project, similar to the Palette project, which parallels this grant’s
time frame.  Community support for Robinson School’s work in the arts has been tremendous.

9.   What financial and in-kind contributions could your community offer to support this project
over a period of 18 months?  The bulk of our community’s contributions would be made as in-kind
commitments of time. We’d expect donations of some professional services (mapping, printing, etc.).

10. Other key facts that we want you to know about Starksboro: The proposed timeline for  “Art
and Soul” from its September ’08 launch through May ’09 parallels the timeline Starksboro has set for
its Town Plan revision. These projects would compliment each other beautifully.

The Town Planning Commission, Select Board, and Development Review Board deal with complex
and heady issues, thus engaging only those directly involved in an issue or the “elite” of the
community. The arts have the potential to frame issues in ways that everyone can relate to them and to
engage new people in discussion of our common future, thus, giving those who might feel
disenfranchised, e.g. elderly, poor, etc. a seat and voice at the community decision- making table.

We want this project to produce a durable, tangible piece of art that embodies the history and values of
our community. We also want it to produce durable skills that enable us to address the challenges of
planning for our future. Finally, we want to add durability to our social fabric--to enhance our social
capital. Once this project is complete, we will only have begun the task of sustaining our community.


