Finding Goblin’s Gold in School Consolidation

By Rep. Jon McKane

A significant structural change in Maine’s education system is looming.  It is as sweeping a change as this state has ever seen and it is included in Governor Baldacci’s biennial budget.  Labeled by the press as “bold,” this new plan will affect every school and every student in Maine, including our own schools in Unions 74 and 49.

In a nutshell, this new budget initiative would merge Maine’s existing 152 superintendent administrations and 290 school districts into 26 new regional districts.  Each new district would have one regional superintendent and one regional school board.  The governor also proposes increasing the average class size to 17 students. He would mandate that every school in Maine have a full time principal. 

Our schools of Edgecomb, GSB, Bristol and South Bristol would be in the same district as the city of Bath.  Also in our new region 16 would be the towns of Alna, Arrowsic, Boothbay, Boothbay Harbor, Bremen, Dresden, Georgetown, Nobleboro, Phippsburg, Southport, West Bath, Westport Island, Wiscasset, and Woolwich.
The obvious reason for this school district consolidation is to save taxpayers money.  One statistic we have heard several times from the governor recently is that Maine spends around $2,000 more per student per year than the national average.  This does seem extremely high, especially considering Maine’s recent SAT scores, which were well below average.  And it is indeed refreshing to hear the governor acknowledge that Maine has a spending problem.
The savings due to this new education policy as predicted by the governor’s economic forecasters are in the vicinity of $240 million in the first three years – roughly $83 million a year. Whether this consolidation plan would actually save these phenomenal sums, likened to “goblin’s gold” by one editorial writer, is open to debate.  
Some of the savings are slated to be invested into more laptop computers – some 172,000 of them – for grades 7 through 12.  Originally the laptop program was sold to the Maine people by Governor Angus King as a $50-million economic development program.  Thanks to this investment, we were told, Maine students – and their parents – would become a technically advanced workforce and companies would flock to Maine to take advantage of this development.   In reality this program, which has been the darling of teachers, parents and students alike, has yet to show any real, measurable achievements either in test scores or in our economy.  Not surprisingly, former Governor King is a strong supporter of this new education plan that would save his legacy program.
Other school consolidation savings dollars would be spent on increased “professional development” for all educators. Teacher quality is without question an important factor in students’ academic achievement, but having an extra education degree has not been linked to real success.  It does, however, result in a higher pay grade for that teacher.
After that there would be more spending on increased professional development for principals, higher teachers’ salaries, and expanded college scholarships. The remaining savings, if any, would go towards property tax relief.
There are many questions about the implementation and possible unforeseen consequences of this somewhat hastily presented plan.  Here are a few of the questions that I have and that have been asked of me:
Would this new educational system truly help Maine students become, as Commissioner Gendron puts it, “ready for college, career and citizenship?”
Is it our school administration that is expensive or is it our student support services such as guidance counselors, curriculum coordinators, special ed administrators and technology coordinators?
What role if any will an individual community have in the budgetary process?
Will these new regional boards be able to close schools as they see fit?
Is there any recourse for a community if the new school board decides to close their school?
Will parents in “voucher towns,” – towns that don’t have a high school but pay tuition to another school (such as Lincoln Academy) – continue to have a choice as to which school their child attends?
Has the support staff of these new super-superintendents been included in the cost analysis?
What will happen to existing cost-sharing agreements between communities?
Will state education aid to communities continue to be based on property valuations?
How will current school debt be handled?
Is this new education plan necessary to balance this year’s budget?

And probably the most important question of all - how will this new state education system guarantee a higher quality of education in Maine?
Maine citizens have every right to demand answers to these and any other questions they have about this dramatic proposal. The idea of shrinking the overhead in Maine’s educational system is certainly welcome to all taxpayers.  But let’s not be hasty and let’s not experiment. Let’s also consider other ways to reduce property taxes. And let’s make sure we are not trying to balance the budget on “goblins gold.”  
As always, I welcome your comments and opinions on this and any other issues facing this district and this state.  You can contact me at home at 207-563-5427 or email me through my website at www.jonmckane.com
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