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EDITORIAL:

Fewer schools can mean a better education 
Enrollment in Maine's public school system is expected to drop by 23,000 students in the next five years. Meanwhile, the state's $2 billion-a-year school budget is projected to continue its steady increase.

Something's got to give.

Maine taxpayers simply cannot afford to continue funding the state's existing 689 public schools and 286 school districts. That system is a relic of a bygone era whose maintenance puts a drain on every household and contributes mightily to Maine's high taxes.

A new report by the Maine Children's Alliance provides another compelling reason for school systems to regionalize and pool their resources: Larger schools are more likely to offer advanced placement and other specialized courses. Reducing per-pupil costs can enable schools to spend more on educational programs.

Improving our students' academic achievement is critical. Half of Maine students entering the state community college or university systems need remedial instruction before they can begin work on a degree.

Regionalization can take many forms, from informal agreements to the dramatic consolidation of school districts, from 286 to 35, proposed by a state panel last year.

Yankees of yore were famously independent and adaptive, but they also relied on their neighbors when big tasks arose. As the Maine Children's Alliance points out, there are a host of small steps that neighboring school districts can take while the long-term restructuring of the system is worked out. 

School districts can share teachers and programs. They can collaborate on transportation, special education, purchasing, maintenance and collective bargaining.

Bigger changes are on the way. The state Board of Education is considering enrollment basements that would require a minimum of 350 elementary students and 450 high-school students to qualify for state construction aid. Fewer than half of current Maine schools would qualify. 

The inevitable logic of regionalization is slowly taking hold. Over the past three state-aid construction cycles, 22 schools have been planned to replace 52 existing schools.

But more support is needed at the state level. Early on, the administration of Gov. Baldacci supported consolidation. It's been noticeably quiet since.

A 2004 referendum called for 2 percent of state aid to be earmarked for regionalization incentives. Yet, the Legislature has failed to appropriate any money.

Changing Maine's educational culture won't happen as long as state leaders continue to send mixed messages. 

