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December 9, 2009
Via Hand Delivery
	Commissioner Susan Gendron

Department of Education

23 State House Station

Augusta, ME 04333-0023


	


RE:
Improving the School Reorganization Law
Dear Commissioner Gendron:
Thank you for taking the time to consider the requests of our coalition.

We represent a broad-based group of school units from across the state that are currently in non-compliance with the 2007 Reorganization Law.  Our group has come together around a common set of goals that will allow these communities a workable path to compliance with this law.  We would like to discuss these goals with you and, ideally, work with you to make them possible for our districts.

Throughout this process, it has become apparent to many school units that the school district reorganization law has not been a logical path to savings and efficiencies.  Small, rural communities have been particularly challenged, but other districts in medium-sized Maine towns have had similar struggles in their quest for compliance – our group represents units of both varieties.  The recent Education Committee hearing on the topic of “Improving the Laws Governing School District Reorganization” brought to light many of the particular issues that have arisen.
We are proposing a series of adjustments to be made to the reorganization laws that would make it possible for most, if not all, of the currently non-compliant districts to take the mandated steps to reorganize.  We have been encouraged by and based some of our suggestions on alternative arrangements that have been taken advantage of in communities such as Houlton, Kittery, Farmington and Jackman.  It is our hope that, in pursuing a strategy that takes into consideration our members’ particular needs, our coalition’s efforts can help in the process of bringing the whole state into compliance under the reorganization framework.
Our proposals are intended to be considered as an entire package.  It is our belief that legislative changes in the coming Second Regular Session that are similar to the ideas presented below would achieve our goals.  Individual elements of our suggestions, taken alone, would be somewhat helpful but, taken together, they will allow our districts to make real progress in complying with the purpose and the specific requirements of the law.

The coalition's proposed changes are as follows:

1.) Allow new paths to compliance. Throughout this process, it has become clear that the current law simply does not work for some districts and, over time, this reality has been codified with a range of exemptions for different communities.  Grant the Department the ability to approve alternative methods of coming into compliance and finding the savings called for in the reorganization law - these new options could include:

-Reducing the number of students required to comply.  This number could be at the discretion of the commissioner given the units' particular challenges.

-Consider savings achieved by major structural changes other than central administrative office functions if that is the communities' preference.  Pre-date this assessment to long-term changes made from the time the reorganization law was enacted to achieve an accurate picture.

-Distributing financial information and allocations to each distinct member municipality in a district rather than to the RSU as a whole.
-Consider a method that would take into account the costs that communities may incur by pursuing a plan.  If the costs exceed the savings, allow the non-compliant unit to submit an alternative plan utilizing one of the preceding suggestions or another strategy.
2.) Allow for future change. Create an opt-out provision for municipalities whose reorganized districts are no longer the best solution.  This could easily be modeled on the similar provision from the pre-2007 S.A.D. law and would allow the achievement of the best savings possible as time goes on and the dynamics of communities change.

3.) Improve the tone.  Given the current economic crisis and growing reductions in state-funding for our schools, eliminate the penalties which have been imposed on non-compliant districts.  Education funding will be desperately needed in the coming months and years, and students shouldn’t be punished for the decisions of adults.
We looked forward to talking with you about these issues.
Sincerely,


Mark Robinson, Coalition Co-Chair


Dick Gould, Coalition Co-Chair

Town Manager




Executive Director
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