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Report backs regional schools 


By BETH QUIMBY, Staff Writer 
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Tax anxiety and declining public school enrollment are on a collision course that could soon result in a devastating drop in school spending in Maine, concludes a report released by a children's advocacy group.

The Maine Children's Alliance, which released the report to the business and education community on Wednesday, urged local school districts to regionalize and pool their resources to cut costs and increase educational offerings to head off a taxpayer revolt that would harm children's educational opportunities.

"Something is going to happen one way or another - either something really good, or something we are going to be cleaning up after for a long time," said Bonnie Lewis Titcomb, director of advancement at the Mitchell Institute, which promotes higher education among Maine students, and member of a panel that discussed the report's findings.

According to the report, school enrollment is expected to drop by 23,000 students in the next five years while school costs, which reached nearly $2 billion last year, will continue to increase.

With the average enrollment at a Maine high school at only 400 students, teachers and resources are stretched too thin to provide a comprehensive array of course offerings, the report notes. All high schools with 850 or more students offer Advanced Placement English, while only 47 percent of high schools with 200 or fewer students offer the course.

"This is not just about saving money but about improving learning results," said Henry Bourgeois, executive director of the Maine Compact for Higher Education and a speaker on a panel that discussed the report's findings Wednesday.

Maine Children's Alliance is the latest group to weigh in on the consolidation debate. Gov. John Baldacci advocated consolidation early in his administration but has since backed off. The State Board of Education is pushing a plan to collapse the state's roughly 280 school districts into 35, and Grow Smart Maine, an anti sprawl group, is expected to issue a study later this year that links unplanned development and high taxes to the lack of consolidation of education services.

While many school districts have resisted regionalizing in the past, some successful efforts are under way, the report notes. In the midcoast region, the business community is working to establish on a single site a new cooperative high school for Thomaston and Rockland area school districts, a regional vocational center and branches of the state university and community college.

This summer, Saco, Arundel, Dayton and Old Orchard Beach residents started to talk about sharing school resources.

The big challenge, noted many at Wednesday's event, is how to bring about regionalization at a time when many rural communities are losing their populations and clinging to their local schools for a sense of identity, even though they lack the money to do it.

The report recommends a number of changes to bring about consolidation, such as:

· Legislation that would authorize cooperation between schools and school districts locally and regionally.

· New rules that would set larger minimum sizes for new school construction.

· Creation of a statewide school calendar model for local adoption to encourage schools to coordinate.

While those at Wednesday's event showed enthusiastic support for the report and its recommendations, small school advocates said they were unimpressed by the report's findings.

Penny Wendell, principal of the Deer Isle-Stonington High School, which has an enrollment of about 180 students, said consolidating schools in her district makes no sense.

"We are at the end of a 40-mile peninsula. We would be busing kids long distances," she said.

She said her school district already receives minimal state aid because of high coastal property values, but it manages to deliver an education that includes a marine trades program, industrial arts and other unique offerings.

Scott Porter, superintendent of schools in the Machias area, said communities are not ready to give up their tiny schools.

"If you take a school out of the community, you rip its heart out," he said.

Rep. Hannah Pingree, D-North Haven, said consolidation can bring about benefits such as expanded language or arts offerings for students in some school districts, but there is a down side: Students who must travel far to get to a larger school do not have the same close relationship with the school as students who do not have to travel far.

