February  2007

Response to “Local Schools, Regional Support,” Governor Baldacci’s plan for regionalization of schools:

As it is currently written, the Maine PTA has concerns about Governor Baldacci’s “Local Schools, Regional Support” (LSRS) initiative. At the same time, we are grateful for the great deal of needed discussion it has generated. The resulting sharing of information and ideas should help us find ways to improve the delivery of education to our children. It is important the conversation the Governor has prompted is given the opportunity to take place fully and not be truncated by an ambitious calendar. 

Tax Savings (Administrative reduction/Efficiency): The Maine PTA agrees it is important to save tax dollars wherever it is reasonable to do so. We are not convinced that the savings projected to be generated by LSRS will be realized. A significant portion of the savings is associated with a reduction in administrative staff. It seems administrators are already busy people. One assumes they are busy doing things necessary for the education of our children. If the tasks they are currently doing are necessary, then reducing the number of administrators will leave important work undone and undermine the educational process. If the tasks they are currently doing can be reduced to the point that fewer administrators are needed, perhaps it would be better to start there – that is, reduce the work load of current administrators, and then local school boards will be able to reduce positions. Has the Department of Education examined the administrative work load for redundant requirements and unnecessary state mandates?

In the nuts and bolts of running a school or a school administrative unit (sau), efficiencies should certainly be sought. To increase efficiency, greater coordination among sau’s should be encouraged and supported. This is an area in which the state could play a very productive role. Legislation proposed by others describes in detail the nature of this support and how it could be provided. Several sau’s are already working together finding ways they can be more efficient. This work should be supported. Using local knowledge, these administrators are making decisions that work within their communities to enhance education.

The discussion of saving tax dollars raises a larger question: Why is the discussion focused only on property taxes as the means of such a large source of support for education? Shouldn’t the question of funding our children’s education be addressed more broadly? Bringing the Unorganized Territories and rural communities without schools into a regionalization system each dominated by a more urban area, as LSRS proposes, could certainly bring in an infusion of funds, but the equitability of that taxation is not immediately obvious.

Local schools, Parental/Community Involvement: Most importantly, we are talking about our children – their futures and their well being. A critically important component of children’s education is parental and community support and involvement. This involvement becomes more difficult as decision-making becomes less local. LSRS leaves it to the regions to decide whether or not to close individual schools. The process allows for a vote within the region but small towns will have small voices compared to the larger municipalities within the region. Unfortunately, it is easy to picture the needs of students in small communities being lost in discussions about financial concerns. The imbalance of strengths within any forced regionalization has the potential to harm small communities and short change the students within them. Any successful change to the school system needs to be supported by involved parents and communities and can’t be dictated from the top down. Successful change requires trust, which develops as part of open, on-going communication, and the security of knowing that options have been carefully considered. 

Summary: An essential component of any economic plan for the state is a well educated population. As taxpayers, we certainly want to see every dollar spent wisely. As parents and educators, we want to ensure our children receive the best education we can provide. We appreciate Governor Baldacci’s efforts to address the tax burden of property owners and are happy to see the conversations generated by the “Local Schools, Regional Support” initiative. We hope these conversations lead to sau’s increasingly working together to find areas where they can be more cost effective without reducing the opportunity for local input. We hope the state will support and encourage these community efforts. 

Points of Action:

· Continue this statewide discussion that has been heightened by Governor Baldacci’s proposal.

· Seek opportunities to save tax dollars.

· Question the projected tax savings.

· Examine redundancies and unnecessary mandates for State requirements of administrators and schools.

· Support and propagate the work of the several sau’s already working together to maximize efficiencies. 

· Look at the focus of the funding question. It remains focused on property taxes rather than broadening the discussion of funding sources.

· Consider questions of inequitable taxation.  Areas with large land bases but few or no schools and few or no students included within proposed administrative regions creates potential imbalance.

· Involve parents and community members as an important part of successful education. The more local the school, the more likely parental and community involvement will be strong.

·  Build trust through open communication and a full discussion of options to ensure successful change

PTA Advocacy Week Is Almost Here!

Change often starts with a parent who speaks up for his or her child's needs and slowly progresses to the organized campaign involving thousands of like-minded people advocating for all children. PTA has achieved many of its important successes in just this way. Today, you play a key role in organizing the families in your community to make changes in your community, and perhaps influencing change throughout the nation. 

During PTA Advocacy Week, February 19-23, PTA leaders and members are encouraged to visit their federal legislative representatives who will be in their local offices. This opportunity is important to help your PTA build relationships that are vital to carrying out your work on behalf of children and education. 

Advocacy concepts are explained in the free PTA e-learning course, "How To Be an Effective Advocate for Your Child". You can take this free course at your own convenience; encourage other PTA members to give it a try.

PTA also has compiled tools to inform and guide your advocacy efforts at www.pta.org/advocacy. Access information about state legislatures, state education budgets, the processes by which bills become state laws, PTA position statements, tips for meeting effectively with a member of Congress; and much more.

Get ready to organize for action locally, to make a big difference nationally.

