Cooperative regional services can benefit students and taxpayers, report finds
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Augusta -- A comprehensive new report on public education in Maine finds that schools and school districts can make significant gains in educational offerings and financial efficiency by greater use of voluntary cooperative regional services.   The Maine Children’s Alliance released the report along with a discussion of plans to help foster planning meetings at the local level to spark positive change and better outcomes for Maine students.   

The report, “A Case for Cooperation: Making Connections to Improve Education for All Maine Students,” offers an independent look at progress in Maine’s public K-12 system and its continuing challenges. It was released in breakfast and lunch sessions today for business leaders in Portland and Bangor.   Business, education, and community leaders at those meetings discussed ways to initiate more cooperation throughout the state.  

“Our organization has been working to improve the lives of children for more than a decade,” said Elinor Goldberg, Maine Children’s Alliance president and CEO. “We want to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with groups like the Maine Coalition on Excellence in Education, with educators, and with business and community leaders in creating cooperation at the local level to lead to more positive educational outcomes for our children.”

The report was prepared with the guidance of the Education Project Advisory Board, led by Jack Rosser, MCA board chair. The advisory board includes distinguished educators and researchers, a former state Education Commissioner, and business leaders.    

Rosser said, “This report explains the potential for voluntary regional cooperatives among school districts, gives examples of where districts are already developing cooperative models, and provides a road map for a statewide approach to coordinate such regional efforts.”

“A Case for Cooperation” examines the existing state of Maine schools, and finds that while the state values local education, its schools and particularly its school districts are unusually small. It suggests that new and expanded forms of cooperation are needed, citing a projected decline in enrollment of 23,000 students over the next five years.

The study finds that while Maine’s schools costs are well above the national average, teacher salaries are far below average. Maine’s schools are expensive to administer, and compliance with state and federal regulations has become a significant burden.

The report shows how regional cooperatives provide an array of services for public schools in states like New Hampshire and Pennsylvania, and describes fledgling efforts to build such cooperatives in Maine.

The report makes 11 recommendations for changes both in the state and local approach to education, from the need for a statewide school calendar to support for all-day kindergarten classes. It also describes what each major stakeholder in the process needs to do, including the Department of Education, Legislature, State Board of Education, local school administrators and school boards, municipal officials and the public.

It recommends that the Legislature authorize creation and support of regional school cooperatives, and calls on the State Board of Education to oversee a new school construction program that would permit, facilitate and encourage regional approaches. And it calls for creation of short-term local school planning councils that would help coordinate efforts in their regions.

Rick Warren, Publisher of the Bangor Dailey News and co chairman of the Business Advisory Group of the Maine Children's Alliance said, “Our meetings with educators, business people and municipal leaders throughout the state are telling us a lot about how we stand, and where we can improve. The report released today outlines an ambitious, but achievable program to build on our strengths and take new directions to ensure that all our children have the best chance to learn.”

Warren also said, "We usually assume there is a tradeoff between providing better services and creating efficiency to lower costs. It's encouraging to see that we can do both."
The report was written by Douglas Rooks, a veteran journalist who now has his own consulting business, Evergreen Communications.
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