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Take baby steps on combining school systems
Once again a study of Maine schools has concluded that education can be improved and costs cut if school districts are regionalized and small schools are combined. 

The latest study, sponsored by the Maine Children's Alliance, says school districts must be consolidated to improve educational opportunities and to save enough money to prevent a taxpayer revolt. 

These findings are nothing new. Bookshelves and file cabinets are filled with studies and reports calling for dramatic change in the way education is structured in Maine. 

The problems are getting worse, not better. 

School enrollment is expected to decline by another 23,000 students in the next five years while school costs -- nearly $2 billion last year -- will continue to increase. 

The answer, according to study after study, is consolidating school districts and combining schools. 

The new report stresses not just the economic benefit of regionalization but it's educational value. 

At small schools, teachers and resources are stretched too thin to provide the education Maine students need. 

For example, all high schools with 850 or more students offer advanced placement courses in English while only 47 percent of high schools with 200 or fewer students do. 

The average high school in Maine has about 400 students. 

Common sense, economics and a sense that something drastic must be done to cut taxes in Maine continue to argue in favor of regionalization and consolidation. 

So do various state programs that provide tax breaks to communities that find ways to combine schools or other governmental functions. 

But little seems to happen. 

Most people seem to agree with the concept -- but few want to apply it in their towns, their schools. 

Reacting to the new report, Scott Porter, superintendent of schools in the Machias area, said: "If you take the school out of the community, you rip its heart out." 

Porter's comments have echoes all over Maine. 

You could hear them in Winslow and Waterville where residents turned out in strength to argue against even preliminary conversations about combining their high schools. 

No one considered regionalization when a new Cony High School was proposed and built in Augusta. 

Not all those who object to combining schools do so for emotional reasons. 

There is merit to the argument that it is unwise to consolidate rural schools if the result requires very long bus travel for students. 

No number of reports is likely to change either these concerns or the emotional ties that link a community and its schools. Neither will a taxpayers revolt. 

State programs that reward consolidation can have some impact. So can policies that provide school construction funds to communities that combine schools -- and deny them to communities that decline to do so. 

At least part of the answer probably lies somewhere between those who wish to force greater school consolidation and those who encourage it. 

If mergers are unacceptable, saving money is not. 

If communities -- especially those with long athletic rivalries -- cannot embrace mergers, there are other ways to look at the problem. 

School administration is a good place to start. 

Earlier this year, an education task force recommended that the number of school districts in Maine be reduced from 280 to 35. That proposal is being considered by the state Board of Education. 

While there is little prospect that this plan will be approved, some variation should be; perhaps the result is 50 or 75 or 100 districts, not 280 and not 35. 

Moreover, there can be further consolidation by function even in school districts that do not merge. There can be ways to combine purchasing, payroll and other business functions, for example. 

School calendars can be coordinated so some teachers can be shared across district lines. 

There are good reasons for a community to be loyal to its schools; traditions and community identity are valuable. 

Where that loyalty makes complete school consolidation impossible, it should not stand in the way of saving money by combining less visible functions. 

Legislation may be needed to permit some of this; if so, it should be a priority at the Statehouse. 

It is no longer acceptable to consider regionalization a dirty word -- something for somewhere else. 

To help both students and taxpayers, every community should look for steps -- baby steps, perhaps -- to save money and improve educational opportunities for Maine children. 

The latest study should not become one more report gathering dust on bookshelves or forgotten in file cabinets. 

