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Reduced state investment in public schools in Virginia since the 
recession has significantly impacted day-to-day operations in 
schools all over the Commonwealth. Schools have been forced to 
eliminate teachers and instructional specialists, place increasing 
responsibilities on teachers, reduce critical support positions such 
as nurses and school counselors, not keep pace with the changing 
language needs of students, eliminate student clubs and shorten 
afterschool programs, and allow facilities to deteriorate and fall 
into disrepair.

To balance the budget during the recession, state lawmakers made 
significant, ongoing cuts to state support for public schools. Local 
school divisions have tried to absorb these cuts — which amount 
to 11 percent per student since 2009 adjusting for inflation — 
yet they have had to make hard choices in managing their own 
unique challenges. 

Schools in southwest and southside Virginia have also had to 
manage declining student enrollment — equal to over 20 percent 
since 2009 in some divisions — that has compounded state per 
pupil cuts and made it difficult to manage large, aging facilities. 
Meanwhile, many areas have experienced changing student needs 
and schools have struggled to adapt with limited resources. For 
example, areas in Northern Virginia, Greater Richmond, and the 
Hampton Roads region have seen large increases in the number 
of English learners requiring language specialists that schools have 
been unable to find or afford. Similarly, some areas have also had 
large increases in economically disadvantaged students that can 
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require additional counseling and one-on-one classroom attention 
that schools have struggled to provide. 

Every student in Virginia deserves a fair shot at success in the 
classroom and after they graduate. And Virginia’s economy 
demands a future workforce that is prepared with the skills, 
knowledge, and competencies to help make it thrive. 

The Commonwealth Institute conducted focus groups in six school 
divisions during the summer and fall of 2016 across the state. The 
purpose of the focus groups was to gain understanding of the 
key challenges and opportunities facing school divisions from the 
perspective of on-the-ground teachers and administrators. 

This report summarizes the findings from those focus groups and 
features experiences from educators and administrators from all 
over the state to better understand the array of challenges Virginia 
schools face. The focus groups were conducted in Brunswick 
County, Fredericksburg City, Norfolk City, Richmond City, 
Rockingham County, and Wise County. This mix represents 
different geographic areas of the state, both urban and rural 
communities, and both growing and shrinking school divisions.
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These staffing reductions have had impacts in classrooms. A 
Brunswick school administrator explained, “every time that 
the state actually cuts back, we have to cut back on personnel 
and staff…Before the recession actually hit, you had teachers 
for everything…And now, it’s down to pretty much the bare 
minimum. Every time a teacher retires or something of that 
nature, then the position is actually cut.” 

In some divisions, when teaching positions go unfilled they are 
staffed by long-term substitutes. “We have classroom teacher 
positions that need to be filled,” said one Norfolk teacher. 
“[The classrooms] are being filled by long-term subs who don’t 
necessarily have their teaching certification…So, we have a lot 
of classrooms with teachers who have not been through teacher 
programs to become that teacher…Those children might have 
three or four teachers in a school year,” she added. 

Some of these classrooms that see multiple long-term substitutes 
in a year also have high percentages of low-income students with 
instability of their own in their home life. One teacher noted 
“when you have unstable teach[ing] in the classroom too it just 
creates even more problems.” 

In the Classroom: 
Fewer teachers, larger classes, outdated resources

Fewer Teachers and Instructional Specialists

Teachers and other instructors make up a large proportion 
of school employees — about two-thirds of school staff in 
Virginia — and this makes it hard for schools to balance their 
budgets without looking to cut back on these positions. And 
unfortunately, many schools have made that difficult decision to 
cut back on instructors.

Statewide, staffing in Virginia schools has not kept pace with 
growing student enrollment since 2009. If they had, there would 
be over 4,200 more teachers and instructors in classrooms 
guiding students. Schools all over the state have been forced to 
tighten their belt on instruction. Most of the school divisions 
visited for this report reduced their overall teaching staff. For 
example, Norfolk has 306 fewer teachers and Wise has 75 fewer 
teachers. Only Fredericksburg has been able to increase their 
teaching staff, but even that has not kept pace with their rate of 
enrollment growth. 

All told, Virginia public schools have about 2,800 fewer staff 
than in 2009, including teachers, counselors, principals, and 
support positions. If schools had kept pace with growing 
enrollment there would be 10,400 more staff instructing 
students and making sure schools run smoothly. 

The Cost of Cutting Corners
Virginia’s schools are missing 10,400 positions since 2009 from eliminating 
positions and not keeping pace with enrollment.

Source: Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent’s Annual Report Tables 17 and 18, FY 2009-2016
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In addition to regular classroom teachers, some administrators 
and teachers identified that resource positions for subjects such 
as reading, math, and science are among the positions that have 
been eliminated in their school divisions. For example, since 
the 2008-2009 school year, Brunswick County schools has 
eliminated three of their twelve instructional support positions. 

In Wise, one teacher explained that her school used to have a 
reading resource teacher who helped students with remedial 
reading. “We don’t have that [position] anymore,” she said. “That 
was cut.” Another Wise County teacher explained, “60 percent of 
our students are [at] at-risk reading levels” and that makes reading 
intervention positions like literacy coaches or resource teaching 
‘incredibly valuable.’” 
 
In Norfolk, science and social studies resource teachers that had 
provided supplementary instruction are instead teaching regular 
classes. One teacher explained, “Those specialists are now going 
back into the classroom when we need them to do individualized 
work with kids,” said one teacher. “Kids aren’t getting as many 
resources on a consistent basis as they should be getting.” 

When asked how the elimination of teaching positions has 
impacted their students, one Norfolk teacher said, “look at our 
tests scores.” The elementary school that lost the science and 
social studies resource teachers has since had large declines in 
their SOL pass rates in these subjects. Their declines far exceed 
statewide decreases that many schools experienced as the state 
increased the rigor of certain SOL exams. For example, the 
percentage of students passing the 5th grade science SOL in this 
Norfolk elementary school has fallen 32 percent since 2009, while 
statewide pass rates on this exam have only declined 8 percent. 

Teaching staff in 2016 compared to 2009

School division
Change 

in Teachers 
PCT

 change 
*Statewide 392                             0.4%
*Norfolk (306)                            -11%
*Wise (75)                              -14%
Rockingham (34)                              -4%
Brunswick (33)                              -18%
*Richmond City (28)                              -1%
*Fredericksburg 22                                9%

Teachers

Source: Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent's Annual Report, 
FY 2009, 2016

*Divisions or statewide with decreased teacher/student ratios.

Larger class sizes

Cutting instructional positions can result in larger class sizes 
which research shows can have harmful effects on student 
learning outcomes and performance. This is particularly true for 
students from low-income families. Many schools in Virginia 
have extremely high concentrations of these students. These 
schools have the greatest need for keeping class sizes low. Yet, 
staffing reductions have increased class sizes in some schools to 
difficult and unmanageable sizes. 

The number of students per teacher is increasing in places like 
Richmond City, where 38 percent of school-aged children live in 
poverty — that’s an income under $25,000 for a family of four — 
and 74 percent qualify for free or reduced price lunch. The ratio 
is also increasing in Norfolk and Wise where over one quarter of 
school-aged children are living in poverty and 60 percent or over 
qualify for free or reduced price lunch. The impacts are being felt 
in the classroom.

One Wise County teacher explained, “We’re running 30-31 
[students] in classes now [compared to] the 20-25 we use to 
have…In my school, last year, we only had four seventh grade 
teachers [for] 120 kids.” He later added, “We don’t have the 
money to replace the [teachers].”

Likewise, in Norfolk, “Staffing is an issue,” said one 
administrator. “In urban environments…children most benefit 
when the numbers are smaller [in the classroom] …Our class 
size numbers are huge. [There are] 30-35 [students] in our core 
subjects…The recession and the cuts from the state have really 
resulted in us having higher class sizes and it is very difficult for 

We’re running 30-31 [students] 

in classes now [compared to] 

the 20-25 we use to have…In 

my school, last year, we only had 

four seventh grade teachers [for] 

120 kids.
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are their social studies books falling apart, they “don’t correlate 
to the SOL.” Similarly, a Richmond City teacher said that one of 
the content areas in her school would not be getting books until 
November, two months after the start of the school year. As a 
result she says, “our basic instructional materials aren’t even in the 
building…And that is if you get to order [books]…Our students 
have textbooks that date all the way back to 1998.” Another 
teacher indicated some textbooks date back even further. For 
teachers without access to quality textbooks, bringing in outside 
material can be essential to enhancing lessons. Yet, several Norfolk 
teachers noted that they are only given a monthly allowance of 500 
copies, which they find inadequate for providing students with the 
relevant and accessible learning materials.

Financial strain due to decreased state support has also made it 
difficult for some public schools to provide their teachers and 
students with the technological resources they need in the classroom. 

A Brunswick County teacher explained, “We have 21st century 
learners…and, a lot of the classrooms still don’t have Promethean 
or Smart Boards. And so with math, there are a lot of different 
virtual manipulatives that can be used to really simplify different 
concepts…I’m stuck to a projector.” 

Not having access to technological resources such as computers also 
makes it difficult for students to practice for computerized testing, 
which is how many of the state’s standardized tests and college 
entrance tests are administered. In Richmond City, one teacher 
explained. “[For] exceptional ed[ucation] students…we only have 
a few carts [of computers]…So, it was really hard trying to get 
computers for those students. And, so, it makes it difficult for them 
to practice…computerized testing.” She later adds, “They need that 
practice, because they need to practice the test the way it’s going to 
be presented.” 

The insufficient availability of technological resources in the 
classroom has also forced some teachers to pick up the slack and 
ask for additional help. One Richmond City teacher explained that 
some of her peers, “are going through GoFundMe or Donate to My 
Classroom to get these things that are not being serviced for us.” 

“ …As well as we try to do, we are not 

retaining people…In general, people 

leave for better pay. And it’s not the 

dedication…It’s about livelihood…”

teachers to meet the needs of students with those numbers…
Norfolk is an excellent training ground. But we are losing the best 
teachers to surrounding districts because of things like class size.” 

Recruiting and Retention Challenges

State cuts have also meant that local school divisions have fewer 
resources to put towards increasing teacher pay. Since 2008, the 
state has only contributed two times to pay their share of a teacher 
pay raise. The result is that Virginia is one of the worst in the 
nation when it comes to the competitiveness of teacher salaries. In 
2014, the average teacher salary in Virginia was $49,800, compared 
to $56,600 nationwide. That’s 12 percent below the nationwide 
average. The Education Law Center ranks Virginia 46th out of 50 
states and DC in competitiveness of teacher salaries — this measure 
compares the salary of teachers to other occupations in the same 
labor market and of similar age and degree level. 

Lagging teacher pay has made recruitment and retention a real 
challenge for school divisions. Teachers in Norfolk, Brunswick, 
and Fredericksburg all discussed challenges recruiting and 
retaining teachers.

In Fredericksburg, one teacher suggested, “Most teachers that are 
in this system are here as dedicated people. But dedication can go 
but so far.” She continued on to say, “We lose our staff mainly to 
Stafford, Prince William, and Fairfax.” The average teacher salary 
in Fredericksburg ranges from $1,700 to $13,300 below these 
neighboring divisions. The teacher continued “as well as we try to 
do, we are not retaining people…In general, people leave for better 
pay. And it’s not the dedication…It’s about livelihood, and trying to 
rear a family, and trying to pay your bills.” 

One Norfolk teacher suggested that things like teacher pay, “[Have] 
become a teacher retention problem.” He explained that, “Being 
at a six year level, I am a rarity. You see one year, two year, or three 
year teachers and then you see 20-25, and there’s no in between…
The state funding has just not been able to help the city maintain 
and pay teachers a respectable amount where they don’t feel that 
they need to go back to school, change careers, or move to a 
different district.” 

Outdated Textbooks and Insufficient Technology 

The school divisions with large per-pupil cuts from the state 
report not having access to essential instructional resources such 
as computers, up-to-date books, or modern instructional tools like 
Smart Boards. These challenges in particular were raised by focus 
groups in Richmond City, Norfolk, Wise, and Brunswick. 

One Norfolk teacher explained that in her middle school, not only 
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In the School: 
Student support staff and services are lacking 

Nursing Staff

School nurses are often the only staff in schools trained to make 
sure students get comprehensive medical care. Yet, some schools 
are now forced to share nurses — meaning students may not 
have access to a nurse on a daily basis, which in addition to 
jeopardizing their health could also impact their learning. The 
state has no requirements for schools to employ nurses or have 
manageable caseloads. This raises important concerns about the 
health and safety of Virginia students. 

Other states, such as neighboring North Carolina, Tennessee, 
and West Virginia, as well as Pennsylvania, have all defined 
student-to-nurse ratios to try and manage caseloads. 

Richmond City and Rockingham have reduced their number 
of health staff — which includes school nurses, psychologists, 
and social workers — since 2009. Brunswick has brought on 
an additional staff member since 2009, yet the division only 
has four health staff for over 1,700 students. This ratio is below 
what is typical in the state, in which Brunswick would have five 
to six health staff. 

The increasing number of students that school nurses serve has 
stretched each of these divisions beyond capacity. A teacher in 
Rockingham explained, “Our school is over capacity, and our 
nurse will see anywhere from 50 to 75 kids a day…There are 
days when she doesn’t get a lunch [break]. If she’s lucky, she’ll 
get a bathroom break.” 

In Brunswick, educators explained that school nurses are shared 
across buildings and may not be available onsite. One Brunswick 
County teacher said that they have to rely on their career and 
technical education instructor, who happens to be a registered 
nurse, to provide health services for students. “We have a nurse, 
but she is only here [on] certain days,” she explained. “We also 
have a teacher who teaches the nursing students in the health 
occupations and CNA class. She gets called out a lot for things…
Her students are suffering from that because she is having to be 
called out of her class from teaching.” 

Support Staff Positions Play an Important Role

In addition to teachers and instructional staff in the classroom, 
support staff play many vital roles in Virginia public schools. 
These professionals care for the physical and mental health of 
students, help maximize student success, get students to and 
from school safely, and ensure that their schools are safe and 
clean. Yet, since the recession, many schools have cut back 
on these positions reducing services provided to students and 
pushing more responsibilities onto teachers. 

Public schools across Virginia employ 3,344 fewer support 
staff since 2009. That total includes support staff reductions 
in Richmond City (157 positions) and Wise (38 positions). 
These divisions now have fewer support staff relative to student 
enrollment, meaning schools are being stretched thinner in 
providing essential services. Fredericksburg has added support 
staff, but they have not been able to keep pace with growing 
student enrollment — similar as with teachers. Rockingham is a 
bit of an outlier going against the statewide trend in that they’ve 
actually increased support staffing overall since 2009, although 
they have made reductions for student health support positions. 

Support staff 2016 compared to 2009

School division
Change in 

Support Staff
PCT  

change 
*Statewide (3,344)                         -6%
*Richmond City (157)                            -13%
*Wise (38)                              -13%
Norfolk (32)                              -2%
Brunswick (26)                              -16%
Rockingham 9                                  2%
*Fredericksburg 24                                12%

Support Staff

Source: Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent's Annual Report, 
FY 2009, 2016

*Divisions or statewide with decreased support staff/student ratios.
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Counseling Staff

School counselors help address students’ academic, career, 
and developmental needs. They play a critical part in helping 
students achieve success. However, due to the limited number 
of counselors available in some divisions and their growing list 
of duties, many counselors spend a considerable portion of their 
time doing more administrative tasks, such as assisting with 
testing and class scheduling. 

This is the case in Fredericksburg where one teacher explained 
that in her 12 years of teaching, she has seen declines in the time 
counselors have available to work with and develop students. 
She attributes this to the counselors’ larger role in assisting with 
preparation for SOL test administration. She says, “I know that 
our counselors work very hard, but they have so many other 
responsibilities, that to get into the classroom is very difficult.” 

One Wise County administrator explained that one of their 
schools lost their guidance clerk. As a result, the school counselor 
has to do more administrative work, which takes away from her 
time to work with students. “Every piece of filing she has to do…, 
every SOL label she has to affix to a folder, all of that takes away 
from working with kids,” he said. “So, instead of spending 30 
minutes working with a young man on some issue…she might 
hurry it up to 15 minutes because she has to fax over the record for 
the next student.”

In addition to increasing responsibilities, many schools have also 
reduced the number of counselors they have to carry out those 
tasks. Norfolk, Richmond City, and Wise have all cut back on 
school counselors resulting in increasing caseloads for counselors 
and making one-on-one time with students more difficult. 
Fredericksburg has increased their number of school counselors, 
yet has not kept pace with growing student enrollment. 

Custodial Staff

Many school divisions have looked to maintenance and 
operations for savings to help balance budgets while experiencing 
state cuts. Statewide, since 2005, school divisions spend about 
8 percent less per student. Reducing custodial staff is one of 
the ways schools have found those savings. Schools employ 
over 1,700 fewer operations and maintenance staff since 2009. 
Richmond City by itself has eliminated 113 of these positions 
equal to a 30 percent decrease. Norfolk, Wise, and Brunswick 
have also made large reductions in staffing and Fredericksburg 
has not kept pace with enrollment growth. 

These cuts have stretched custodial staff thin in order to 
maintain clean facilities for students and teachers. For example, 
in Norfolk, a teacher explained that his school does not have 
substitute custodial staff, which leaves their head custodian to 
pick up the loose ends when others are unable to report for work. 
“They don’t even have subs,” he said. “So if someone calls in, 
our custodial supervisor [has to come in]. [Last week], he had to 
work from 6:00[a.m.]-2:00[p.m.], and leave and comeback at 
4:00[p.m.] and close the school down…[He] worked everyday 
last week from sun up to sundown.” 

In Richmond, one teacher observed that their custodial staff 
has “tremendously decreased” for the last two years. “Our 
custodial staff are fewer, and they are being asked to clean 
more…because we don’t have enough…Some of our elementary 
schools only have two people, one who comes in the morning 
and stays until the afternoon. And, one that comes just before 
they leave and is suppose to finish up their work at some point 
during the night.”  

School counselors/librarians 2016 compared to 2009

School division
Change in 

Counselors
PCT 

change 
*Statewide (75)                              -1%
*Norfolk (24)                              -13%
*Wise (9)                                -26%
*Richmond City (4)                                -3%
Brunswick (1)                                -5%
*Fredericksburg 2                                  14%
Rockingham 5                                  10%

Counselors and Librarians

Source: Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent's Annual Report, FY 
2009, 2016

*Divisions or statewide with decreased counselor-librarian/student ratios.

Trades, labor, service staff in 2016 compared to 2009

School division
Change in 

Custodial Staff
PCT 

change 
*Statewide (1,716)                         -12%
*Richmond City (113)                            -30%
*Norfolk (83)                              -17%
*Wise (10)                              -15%
*Brunswick (7)                                -21%
*Fredericksburg 2                                  4%
Rockingham 7                                  7%

Operations and Maintenance

Source: Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent's Annual Report, FY 
2009, 2016

*Divisions or statewide with decreased custodial staff/student ratios.
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Transportation Staff

Transportation staffing is another critical area school 
staff identify as a challenge. Most divisions — except for 
Fredericksburg and Richmond City — actually maintained 
or increased their transportation staff relative to student 
enrollment. Yet, schools have found savings in other ways, like 
not replacing school buses as frequently.

In Wise County, educators spoke about potential safety 
concerns with the age of their buses and the number of students 
per route. One educator explained that they have several buses 
that are 15 or more years old. State lawmakers encouraged 
schools to use aging buses when they increased the assumed 
lifespan for buses in the state budget up to 15 years without 
evidence that this is a safe assumption. A 2016 report notes that 
at least 1,900 buses statewide are near or past the recommended 
12 to 15 year replacement cycle. 

Teachers and administrators also identified challenges 
recruiting bus drivers, which has resulted in instances of 
overcrowding on buses for certain routes. A teacher from Wise, 
who is also a bus driver, said “I went from having roughly 30 
something kids [to] 40 something kids [on my route]…in 
the past year, to this past week I had 68 students [on a bus].” 
Multiple other teachers chimed in after this comment, saying: 
“that’s not safe.” 

Source: VDOE Direct Aid Payment Template 2008-2010, 2016-2018 THE COMMONWEALTH INSTITUTE

Declining Enrollment in Many 
Virginia Schools
Percent change in average daily membership from 
2009 to 2017 in Virginia school divisions
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To help deal with the shortage of bus drivers in Richmond 
City, one teacher has taken to recruiting parents of students to 
get their CDL license and become bus drivers. “With the bus 
driver situation, that has been ongoing for at least five or more 
years,” she explained. “And just from my own experience at my 
school…I was able to work with [a parent and] help her study. 
She got her CDL license and now she is one of our bus drivers. 
I am trying to get more onboard!” 

“ I went from having roughly 

30 something kids [to] 40 

something kids [on my 

route]…in the past year, 

to this past week I had 68 

students [on a bus].”
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I have an [EL] student in my 

class, and…we are trying to learn 

together…You can tell that she is a 

bright little girl, but we’re not giving 

her everything that she needs.

Changing student needs
English learners and economically disadvantaged students

go to the computer, [which is] outdated, to figure out what to do 
with [her]…You can tell that she is a bright little girl, but we’re not 
giving her everything that she needs. 

These EL students are being placed in general education classes 
with limited assistance from language specialists. This puts 
both the teacher and students in difficult positions as they try to 
communicate across language barriers. As a result, EL students 
are not getting the instruction that they need to be successful in 
the classroom and are struggling to perform on standardized tests. 
There is a sizeable gap between EL students and other students 
on SOL pass rates. For example, statewide only 63 percent of EL 
students passed their 3rd grade reading SOL compared to 77 
percent of non-EL students. The gap is similarly large for math 
tests. Only 66 percent of EL students passed their Algebra 1 SOL 
compared to 84 percent for non-EL students. 

Economically Disadvantaged Students

Virginia has over 488,000 economically disadvantaged students 
— eligible for free or reduced lunch or other public benefits — in 
its public schools. That’s almost four out of every 10 students. 
The number of economically disadvantaged students has been 
increasing dramatically — up 89,000 (22 percent) since 2009. 

These students face serious challenges that can make success in the 
classroom more difficult. They are more likely to have distractions 
in their home life, such as moving frequently, hunger, and parents 
coping with substance abuse. Many do not have the luxury of 
outside resources that students from higher-income families may 
receive. They are less likely to be involved in organized activities 
like music lessons, clubs, or sports teams that can lead to social and 

English Learners

Student demographics are quickly changing across Virginia and 
so are the needs of students in the classroom. In particular, the 
number of English learners (EL) in Virginia public schools is 
growing rapidly — increasing by over 54,000 students since 2009. 
In Richmond City, the number of EL students has almost tripled 
since 2009 increasing by almost 1,500 students. Norfolk and 
Fredericksburg have had similar growth with enrollment more 
than doubling. In Rockingham, where recent growth hasn’t been 
as rapid, more than one in 10 of their student are EL. 

All four of these divisions identified challenges providing needed 
staffing and instructional resources for EL students. In particular, 
schools did not have sufficient English language specialists and 
expressed difficulty both funding and recruiting these positions.

In Richmond City, the increase of EL students has been 
concentrated in schools on the southside of the city — where the 
number of EL students has grown to more than 2,000 from a 
little over 500 in 2009. One teacher there explained, “Our school 
division has had a problem with handling the abundant growth 
of our [EL] population, particularly on the Southside because 
that’s where it has grown the fastest. The problem is we don’t have 
enough translators in the building.” 

This was also identified as a challenge in Norfolk. “I have an 
[EL] student in my class, and…we are trying to learn together,” 
explained one teacher. “I have an [English language specialists] 
that comes by one day a week for one hour [to work with her] — 
And this little girl knows very little English and her mother knows 
none, so I don’t have any resources for her other than for me to 

The Commonwealth Institute8



mental development. The lack of resources and support puts these 
students on an uneven playing field when they enter the classroom. 

In Norfolk, the schools have had to eliminate clubs and shorten 
after school programs which can be very beneficial for low-income 
students who are less likely to be involved in organized activities 
outside of school. One teacher explains “there [were] multiple 
programs for the children to be involved in to bring about a 
higher level of learning. That’s all gone.” The teacher observed 
that Norfolk has also eliminated financial incentives or stipends 
for teachers to work in inner city schools understanding that these 
positions incur additional costs. 

Administrators and teachers in Brunswick, Norfolk, and 
Richmond City expressed concern that staffing reductions have 
impeded their ability to meet the needs of these students. In 
particular, reductions in school counselors — along with their 
increasing job responsibilities — have limited their availability for 

Source: Census SAIPE 2015 by school division THE COMMONWEALTH INSTITUTE

High Child Poverty Rates Across Virginia
Share of school-aged children living in poverty in 
Virginia school divisions (2015)
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one-on-one counseling to assist students with challenges they may 
be experiencing outside of school. The elimination of reading and 
math specialists that provide remedial services also reduce one-on-
one instruction which can be pivotal for students that might enter 
school with less preparation. 

The impacts can be seen on test scores. The gap between 
economically disadvantaged students and other students on SOL 
exams has continued or worsened since 2009. The percentage 
of economically disadvantaged students passing their 3rd grade 
math exam fell from 81 to 65 percent and for 3rd grade English 
it fell from 77 to 62 percent. This decrease is much more severe 
than that experienced by students whose families are financially 
secure — where pass rates fell only a few percentage points and are 
now at 86 percent for math and 85 percent for reading. This is a 
disturbing trend where rather than closing the achievement gap, 
it’s actually growing.  
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Facilities Needs: 
Leaks, mold, and lagging upkeep

go into a nice, clean environment. It’s hard to do that when you 
don’t have enough staff to…just literally clean …and do those 
things that keep the building up.” He said that custodial staff 
are forced to “hit the high spots” rather than doing a thorough 
cleaning of the facilities. Lack of upkeep has led to infestations of 
insects and rodents in some of the schools, including a problem 
with cockroaches in one of the cafeterias. 

“We are constantly asked to do more, but with less,” explained one 
Richmond teacher. “And I don’t know if the people, if the powers 
that be…really know what it’s like for us…I think they need to go 
to all of [the schools] so that they can see the environment that our 
children and us are in on a daily basis…It is not an environment 
that they would want to work in nor send their children…I 
guarantee that!” 

All Virginia students deserve a safe, clean, healthy school 
environment. However, in the face of shrinking state support, 
some school divisions struggle to maintain their facilities or pay 
for repairs. More than 70 percent of Virginia school divisions now 
spend less per student to operate and maintain facilities than they 
did 10 years ago with some spending up to 40 percent less per 
student. Overall, Virginia school divisions spent 8 percent less per 
student on operations and maintenance. 

These cuts have also had very real impacts on the day-to-day 
activities of teachers and students. School administrators and 
teachers in Brunswick, Norfolk City, Richmond City, Rockingham, 
and Wise identified challenges maintaining their facilities. 

In the cities of Richmond and Norfolk, teachers described how 
they prepare their classrooms and buildings when there’s a forecast 
of rain. One Richmond teacher said, “When I left on Friday, I left 
a trash can sitting on my desk in my office and a trash can on the 
back wall where the computers are.” Because, as she explained it, 
“When it rains, it leaks!” Similarly, in Norfolk, teachers explained 
that when it rains they have to place buckets “up and down the 
hallway…In our annex…most of [our tiles] are a brownish color 
and they are sinking and falling…And you can see water come 
down the walls, literally you can see the water.” 

Mold is of such concern in one Norfolk high school, “That 
teachers are now writing to [the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration]…That is how bad the mold is in that building,” 
explained one Norfolk administrator. 

An administrator in Norfolk expressed concern about the general 
cleanliness and upkeep of school buildings, “You want the kids to 

“ You want the kids to go into a nice, 

clean environment. It’s hard to do 

that when you don’t have enough 

staff to… just literally clean… 
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Path Forward

The experiences of teachers and school administrators across 
the state show that many schools are being pushed to the limit. 
Lawmakers need to take these resource challenges seriously 
and respond with substantive action to restore much needed 
support for public education. A good start would be for 
lawmakers to use the blueprint recently handed to them by 
Virginia’s Board of Education.

In November 2016, the Board unanimously approved common-
sense amendments to improve support for Virginia public schools 
that they sent to lawmakers. The amendments would undo 
some of the harmful cuts made during the recession and ensure 
Virginia schools have adequate staffing for critical positions 
such as principals, assistant principals, school counselors, nurses, 
social workers, psychologists, and other support staff. Many 
of these staffing positions are the very support positions that 
teachers and school administrators point to as being insufficient 
to support students and run schools smoothly. 

Every student in Virginia deserves a fair shot at success in the 
classroom and after they graduate. Virginia’s economy demands 
a future workforce that is prepared with the skills, knowledge, 
and competencies to help make it thrive. These experiences 
from instructors around the state show that years of the state 
cutting corners to balance the budget has finally caught up 
with teachers and schools trying to do more with less. It’s time 
lawmakers adequately support Virginia schools and commit to 
investing in our future. 

Methodology 

The information is this report was collected through a series of eight 

focus groups with fifty participants that included teachers, teachers 

aides, principals, and other instructional staff. The focus groups were 

held in Brunswick County, Fredericksburg City, Norfolk City, Richmond 

City, Rockingham County, and Wise County. These localities were 

chosen to represent varied areas of the state based on geography and 

population density, and to identify localities with high percentages 

of students eligible for free or reduced lunch. A qualitative, semi-

structured focus group approach was used for data collection. 

Participation was voluntary and responses were left anonymous. Each 

focus group was recorded to allow for the collection of direct quotes 

and responses from each participant.
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Appendix

 2008-2009 2015-2016 Change Missing Teachers

  Total Per 100   Total Per 100  Total Per 100 From not maintaining 
 Enrollment Teachers Students  Enrollment Teachers Students  Teachers Students staffing levels since
           2008-2009

 Statewide  1,217,333   95,619   7.9  1,266,224   96,011   7.6   392 - 0.3  3,449

Locality Name

Accomack     5,089   460   9.0   5,261   418   8.0  - 42 - 1.1  58
Albemarle     12,524   1,048   8.4   13,459   1,148   8.5   100  0.2 - 22
Alexandria     11,140   1,128   10.1   14,919   1,229   8.2   101 - 1.9  282
Alleghany   2,554   232   9.1   1,886   180   9.5  - 52  0.4 - 8
Amelia     1,833   132   7.2   1,756   114   6.5  - 17 - 0.7  12
Amherst     4,704   402   8.5   4,138   380   9.2  - 23  0.6 - 26
Appomattox     2,212   176   8.0   2,263   179   7.9   3  0.0  1
Arlington     19,340   2,023   10.5   25,447   2,452   9.6   429 - 0.8  210
Augusta     10,372   843   8.1   9,911   760   7.7  - 83 - 0.5  45
Bath     723   64   8.9   578   62   10.7  - 2  1.9 - 11
Bedford   10,804   810   7.5   9,732   771   7.9  - 39  0.4 - 41
Bland     929   76   8.2   800   70   8.8  - 6  0.6 - 5
Botetourt     4,902   378   7.7   4,695   365   7.8  - 13  0.1 - 3
Bristol     2,379   206   8.7   2,293   201   8.8  - 5  0.1 - 2
Brunswick     2,128   188   8.9   1,716   155   9.0  - 33  0.2 - 3
Buchanan     3,377   305   9.0   2,993   227   7.6  - 79 - 1.5  44
Buckingham     2,022   175   8.6   2,011   166   8.2  - 9 - 0.4  8
Buena Vista     1,111   99   8.9   990   90   9.0  - 10  0.1 - 1
Campbell     8,663   662   7.6   7,870   563   7.2  - 99 - 0.5  38
Caroline     4,196   297   7.1   4,257   274   6.4  - 23 - 0.6  27
Carroll     3,988   354   8.9   3,860   324   8.4  - 31 - 0.5  19
Charles City   842   85   10.1   677   71   10.5  - 14  0.4 - 3
Charlotte     2,161   157   7.3   1,893   143   7.6  - 14  0.3 - 5
Charlottesville   4,009   378   9.4   4,269   402   9.4   24  0.0  1
Chesapeake     39,549   2,891   7.3   39,541   2,799   7.1  - 92 - 0.2  91
Chesterfield   58,505   4,196   7.2   59,291   4,093   6.9  - 103 - 0.3  159
Clarke     2,171   160   7.4   2,001   155   7.8  - 5  0.4 - 8
Colonial Beach   557   46   8.2   565   41   7.3  - 4 - 0.9  5
Colonial Heights   2,881   253   8.8   2,814   260   9.2   7  0.5 - 13
Covington     845   88   10.5   980   73   7.4  - 16 - 3.1  30
Craig     699   58   8.3   602   55   9.1  - 3  0.8 - 5
Culpeper     7,324   561   7.7   8,035   619   7.7   59  0.1 - 4
Cumberland     1,522   146   9.6   1,350   110   8.1  - 37 - 1.5  20
Danville     6,417   558   8.7   6,155   441   7.2  - 116 - 1.5  94
Dickenson     2,443   217   8.9   2,292   185   8.1  - 32 - 0.8  18
Dinwiddie     4,475   340   7.6   4,236   324   7.6  - 17  0.0 - 1
Essex     1,563   142   9.1   1,332   119   8.9  - 23 - 0.2  2
Fairfax City/County    168,917   13,057   7.7   185,947   14,525   7.8   1,468  0.1 - 152
Falls Church     1,974   194   9.8   2,478   231   9.3   38 - 0.5  12
Fauquier     11,186   881   7.9   10,942   911   8.3   30  0.5 - 49
Floyd     2,047   159   7.7   2,063   151   7.3  - 8 - 0.4  9
Fluvanna     3,640   291   8.0   3,438   250   7.3  - 40 - 0.7  24
Franklin     7,364   564   7.7   7,204   564   7.8   0  0.2 - 12
Franklin     1,270   120   9.5   1,125   106   9.4  - 14  0.0  0
Frederick     12,754   1,001   7.8   13,082   993   7.6  - 8 - 0.3  33
Fredericksburg     2,768   250   9.0   3,479   272   7.8   22 - 1.2  42
Galax     1,291   109   8.4   1,351   100   7.4  - 9 - 1.0  14
Giles     2,552   199   7.8   2,365   198   8.4  - 1  0.6 - 13
Gloucester     5,971   432   7.2   5,459   395   7.2  - 37  0.0  0
Goochland     2,407   211   8.8   2,532   211   8.3  - 1 -0.5  12
Grayson     2,041   206   10.1   1,660   179   10.8  - 27  0.7 - 11
Greene     2,762   250   9.0   3,131   250   8.0   0 - 1.1  33
Greensville/Emporia   2,666   215   8.1   2,534   194   7.7  - 21 - 0.4  10
Halifax     5,984   566   9.5   5,315   556   10.5  - 10  1.0 - 53
Hampton     21,502   1,793   8.3   20,384   1,478   7.2  - 315 - 1.1  222
Hanover     18,854   1,607   8.5   18,023   1,364   7.6  - 243 - 1.0  172
Harrisonburg     4,418   434   9.8   5,797   522   9.0   88 - 0.8  48
Henrico     47,851   3,404   7.1   51,269   3,701   7.2   297  0.1 - 54
Henry     7,460   590   7.9   7,281   490   6.7  - 101 - 1.2  86
Highland     273   32   11.6   209   28   13.2  - 4  1.5 - 3
Hopewell     4,100   328   8.0   4,269   351   8.2   23  0.2 - 10
Isle Of Wight     5,333   423   7.9   5,244   366   7.0  - 57 - 0.9  50
King & Queen     788   82   10.5   828   62   7.5  - 20 - 2.9  24
King George   4,031   267   6.6   4,220   303   7.2   36  0.6 - 23
King William     2,157   172   8.0   2,147   168   7.8  - 5 - 0.2  4
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Lancaster     1,300   113   8.7   1,148   111   9.7  - 2  1.0 - 11
Lee     3,655   327   8.9   3,276   270   8.3  - 56 - 0.7  23
Lexington     488   40   8.2   491   50   10.1   10  1.9 - 9
Loudoun     57,082   4,785   8.4   76,622   5,656   7.4   871 - 1.0  767
Louisa     4,539   366   8.1   4,719   374   7.9   8 - 0.1  6
Lunenburg     1,645   146   8.9   1,532   125   8.2  - 20 - 0.7  10
Lynchburg     8,524   753   8.8   8,436   760   9.0   7  0.2 - 15
Madison     1,861   154   8.3   1,733   156   9.0   2  0.7 - 12
Manassas     6,451   498   7.7   7,451   564   7.6   66 - 0.1  11
Manassas Park     2,418   180   7.5   3,382   245   7.3   65 - 0.2  7
Martinsville     2,496   213   8.5   2,159   171   7.9  - 42 - 0.6  13
Mathews     1,230   113   9.2   1,085   95   8.7  - 18 - 0.4  5
Mecklenburg     4,704   401   8.5   4,469   365   8.2  - 36 - 0.3  16
Middlesex     1,265   103   8.2   1,191   98   8.3  - 5  0.1 - 1
Montgomery     9,680   797   8.2   9,734   732   7.5  - 65 - 0.7  69
Nelson     1,905   169   8.8   1,935   151   7.8  - 18 - 1.0  20
New Kent     2,749   210   7.6   2,959   228   7.7   18  0.1 - 2
Newport News     30,448   2,171   7.1   28,405   1,954   6.9  - 217 - 0.3  72
Norfolk     33,654   2,733   8.1   31,681   2,427   7.7  - 306 - 0.5  146
Northampton     1,813   177   9.7   1,654   137   8.3  - 39 - 1.4  24
Northumberland     1,423   108   7.6   1,255   106   8.5  - 1  0.9 - 11
Norton     806   63   7.8   829   64   7.7   1 - 0.1  1
Nottoway     2,400   184   7.7   2,192   161   7.3  - 23 - 0.3  7
Orange     5,207   403   7.7   4,965   341   6.9  - 62 - 0.9  43
Page     3,609   293   8.1   3,425   267   7.8  - 26 - 0.3  11
Patrick     2,620   215   8.2   2,875   204   7.1  - 11 - 1.1  32
Petersburg     4,638   411   8.9   4,192   336   8.0  - 75 - 0.8  35
Pittsylvania     9,066   764   8.4   9,057   689   7.6  - 75 - 0.8  75
Poquoson     2,437   177   7.3   2,019   154   7.6  - 23  0.4 - 7
Portsmouth     15,117   1,263   8.4   14,624   1,040   7.1  - 223 - 1.2  182
Powhatan     4,399   347   7.9   4,219   295   7.0  - 52 - 0.9  37
Prince Edward     2,595   236   9.1   2,073   193   9.3  - 43  0.2 - 4
Prince George     6,040   466   7.7   6,223   463   7.4  - 3 - 0.3  17
Prince William      72,618   4,403   6.1   86,052   5,531   6.4   1,129  0.4 - 314
Pulaski     4,769   374   7.8   4,297   359   8.4  - 15  0.5 - 22
Radford     1,492   125   8.4   1,641   123   7.5  - 2 - 0.9  15
Rappahannock     928   83   8.9   894   76   8.5  - 7 - 0.4  4
Richmond     1,129   90   8.0   1,182   93   7.8   3 - 0.1  1
Richmond City   22,765   2,029   8.9   23,411   2,000   8.5  - 28 - 0.4  86
Roanoke     14,782   1,192   8.1   14,208   1,103   7.8  - 89 - 0.3  43
Roanoke City   12,879   1,136   8.8   13,305   1,042   7.8  - 94 - 1.0  132
Rockbridge     2,646   283   10.7   2,774   235   8.5  - 48 - 2.2  62
Rockingham     11,265   937   8.3   10,848   903   8.3  - 34  0.0 - 1
Russell     4,338   372   8.6   4,049   334   8.2  - 39 - 0.3  14
Salem     3,920   299   7.6   3,762   275   7.3  - 24 - 0.3  12
Scott     3,950   331   8.4   3,801   313   8.2  - 18 - 0.2  6
Shenandoah     6,200   487   7.9   5,974   497   8.3   10  0.5 - 28
Smyth     5,010   461   9.2   4,538   398   8.8  - 63 - 0.4  20
Southampton     2,823   217   7.7   2,755   182   6.6  - 36 - 1.1  30
Spotsylvania     23,730   1,713   7.2   23,228   1,596   6.9  - 117 - 0.3  81
Stafford     26,762   1,884   7.0   27,670   1,876   6.8  - 8 - 0.3  72
Staunton     2,645   243   9.2   2,491   217   8.7  - 26 - 0.5  12
Suffolk     13,921   1,050   7.5   14,003   983   7.0  - 67 - 0.5  73
Surry     1,022   117   11.4   826   101   12.2  - 16  0.8 - 7
Sussex     1,192   116   9.7   1,055   93   8.8  - 23 - 0.9  10
Tazewell     6,796   501   7.4   6,044   546   9.0   45  1.7 - 101
Virginia Beach     69,886   5,260   7.5   68,265   4,900   7.2  - 360 - 0.3  238
Warren     5,399   396   7.3   5,389   409   7.6   13  0.3 - 14
Washington      7,478   607   8.1   7,290   579   7.9  - 28 - 0.2  13
Waynesboro     3,076   249   8.1   3,083   250   8.1   1  0.0 - 1
West Point   758   85   11.2   766   96   12.5   11  1.3 - 10
Westmoreland     1,706   136   8.0   1,589   136   8.6   0  0.6 - 9
Williamsburg/James City   10,457   823   7.9   11,466   838   7.3   14 - 0.6  65
Winchester     3,713   335   9.0   4,344   378   8.7   42 - 0.3  15
Wise     6,745   525   7.8   5,964   450   7.5  - 75 - 0.2  14
Wythe     4,328   342   7.9   4,169   314   7.5  - 29 - 0.4  16
York      12,624   873   6.9   12,437   871   7.0  - 2  0.1 - 11

Source: Virginia Department of Education, Superintendent’s Annual Report, FY 2009, 2016.

 2008-2009 2015-2016 Change Missing Teachers

  Total Per 100   Total Per 100  Total Per 100 From not maintaining 
 Enrollment Teachers Students  Enrollment Teachers Students  Teachers Students staffing levels since
           2008-200)
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