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ISLAND EDUCATION REVITALIZATION COMMITTEE INTERIM REPORT COMMITTEE MEMBERS; DICK BARNES, TODD WEST, MICKIE FLORES, LORING KYDD, LIZ STEELE, KATY RINEHART, KENDALL MCGUFFIE, BECKY KNOWLTON, VICKIE ZELNICK, STEPHEN YORK, EVELYN DUNCAN. CO-CHAIRS ROGER BERGEN & BOB DODGE The IERC was created in September by the selectmen from Deer Isle and Stonington as a result of the loss of public confidence in both the school administration and school board. Its purpose was to identify current or potential problems with the DIS school system and make recommendations that will help restore community confidence in our schools. The IERC held its initial meeting on September 17th at which time we agreed to form several sub-committees focusing on specific major issues confronting our schools. Bi–weekly public meetings were held with the entire IERC and additional sub-committee meetings held as necessary. The committees formed were: finance and facilities, governance, Curriculum and discipline, communications. Each subcommittee added additional members who could contribute additional information related to the subject matter. The subcommittees were tasked with identifying the key issues or concerns within their respective areas, researching the background and causes of the issue and making recommendations or proposing options for addressing the issue. The IERC also decided to initiate a town wide school survey to help us better understand the concerns of the community and where it stands on these issues. The results will be made public in mid-February. We have learned a lot over the last several months, identified some critical areas that need immediate attention, made several recommendations for addressing these issues but still have more work to do before submitting a final report. The most pressing issues which we have identified and in need of immediate action are:       



Deteriorating and oversized high school and elementary school that have not been properly maintained. Pros and cons of remaining in Union #76. Attracting a quality superintendent with the current state of affairs with our union, school board and budget. Dysfunctional and ineffective school board. A broken and confusing school budgeting process. Balancing the financial resources of the towns while providing a quality education program. Providing adequate resources for large “At Risk” DIS student population.



FACILITIES COMMITTEE REPORT AND RECOMMENDATIONS: A recent engineering study on the condition of the two DIS schools has determined that in order to get the schools to meet the state health and safety standards we will need to spend over one million dollars over the next five years with most of it within the first two years. The study did not look at the structural elements of the school which could require further work. By not bringing the schools up to state standards we could be risking losing our accreditation. This issue needs immediate action by the school board as it has tremendous implications for the future of our schools, the educational programs we can provide, the superintendent we hire and the budget we can afford. The four options available that the school board should look at and present to the town are;    



Proceed with the renovations of the high school and repairs of elementary school as outlined in the engineering study Tear the high school down and add on to the elementary school to accommodate the high school population Tear part of the high school down leaving the gym, shop and cafeteria requiring less addition to the elementary school. Close the high school and send the high school students to other schools off the island.



RECOMMENDATION: School board to immediately appoint a task force to further study the condition of the two schools, the cost to the towns for implementing one of the four options and presenting a recommendation to the towns at the annual school budget meeting in June.



PROGRAM REPORT AND RECOMMENDATIONS:



There is a concern that recent K-12 school budgets in CSD#13 have called for annual expenditures that are not sustainable in future years. This is coupled with the realization that while student enrollments have decreased dramatically over the past fifteen years, staffing levels have not decreased at a similar rate and spending has increased more quickly than the rate of inflation over the same time period. There is also a perception that the level of spending is not resulting in the educational outcomes the community would like to see for its investment. At the same time, there is a very real need to address the chronic, acute needs evident in the student population K-12. These needs, which reflect the broader needs of the Island population, include: 



  



A 30%+ special education identification rate. Not included in that rate is another 10%-20% of students who could be identified, primarily for emotional or mental health needs, as well as students with 504 plans. The broad impact of poverty, the effects of which are well documented and which manifests itself in a variety of ways in our student population. The impact of alcohol and drug abuse, both amongst students as well as student caregivers. A lack of resources in the community to address the above problems, including difficulty accessing both physical and mental health providers as well as a lack of law enforcement.



In recent years, the school district’s primary response to address the very real needs presented by the demographics of its student body has been to add or retain staffing, either in the form of maintaining small class sizes or hiring additional licensed staff as well as ed techs. However, current staffing does not include licensed staff members with specialized training to address the intense needs our students present. Despite the best efforts of administrators, teachers, and support staff, the schools do not have the capacity to address the root causes of student needs. There is hope, however. Innovative educational approaches and research-based school design have shown that students and schools in other communities very similar to Deer Isle-Stonington can achieve the educational outcomes that prepare all students as lifelong learners ready for college and/or career while still maintaining a reasonable, affordable budget. The first step is to determine what facilities will be available to the school system: the current K-8 building and 9-12 building, a K-12 school incorporating and adding on to the current K-8 facility, or a K-8 facility and secondary education provided outside the district. This decision will also play a large role in the structure and number of building leaders needed within the district. A careful examination of the current educational program and staffing can guide decisions that move the school closer to delivering an innovative, effective educational program for all students while reallocating staffing resources so that personnel with specialized training can be hired. Providing staff with specialized training to deal with the demographics of our student body will increase the school’s ability to deliver an education that addresses the concerns of the community and supports all students.



GOVERNANCE AND SCHOOL BOARD LEADERSHIP COMMITTEE REPORT AND RECOMMENDATIONS: Although our committee does not yet have the results from its Island-wide survey on residents’ perceptions of the health of the CSD school system, it is clear that many people believe that the school district’s problems begin with the way the school system is being directed. The public clearly believes that the present CSD School Board is failing in its duty to lead and oversee the management of the school system. Further, the Board’s present dysfunction has resulted in a failure to attract and/or retain an effective chief administrator for the CSD and for School Union 76. This failure has also led some residents to question the continued viability of Union 76 as a governing administrative structure. The evidence for these concerns is outlined in the following section, followed by the Committee’s preliminary recommendations. The School Board’s Failure to Lead The primary job of the school board is to hire the best possible superintendent of schools, the designated agent charged by law to manage the affairs of the district. The board is responsible for providing effective direction, support and oversight of that person. This has not occurred for several reasons:     



  



The co-chair system does not work. The split responsibility for leadership exacerbates and encourages the lack of accountability and responsible behavior, in that: Individual board members do not follow through on their stated commitments; Board members lack trust and mutual respect for each other; Board members cannot agree on an effective sub-committee structure for oversight of personnel evaluation, finances, facilities, transportation, and curriculum and instruction. The CSD Board has failed to implement its own policies based on the model policy manual of the Maine School Boards Association. This failure is the underlying cause for many problems, including: Budget management; Inconsistent administration of instructional and curricular policy. Difficulty in Attracting and Retaining Effective District Administrative Leaders



The CSD (and the larger entity of School Union 76) is operating at a disadvantage when it comes to finding and retaining strong administrative leaders, capable of overseeing all facets of school system operations. The three school boards in the Union do not have common agendas, and often have quite different educational priorities. This makes it difficult for a superintendent to give each unit the attention it may need. The CSD needs a superintendent able to focus on providing the needed leadership and support for the two CSD 13 principals so that they might implement the school improvement plans that are in place. Questions about the Governance Structure Itself Along with the problems created by the lack of an effective school board and superintendent leadership, Island residents, as well as those of Brooklin and Sedgwick, have begun raising questions about the viability of Union 76 as an administrative structure for the three school systems. At times, conflicting interests among the three school units have eroded confidence in the effectiveness of the union model as a means of sharing district administrative costs. These problems are not unique to School Union 76. Many other school unions have similar problems and lack strong district leadership.



Maine’s School Union Structure and Its Present Difficulties School unions were created in the late 19th century to allow small municipal school systems to share in the state-mandated responsibility to employ a superintendent of schools, and manage all the school district operations and reporting as required by the state and the federal government. Over time, along with the increase in state and federal assistance, the administrative costs for districts grew to become a larger percentage of total school costs. Mandated instructional services, more rigorous graduation requirements, etc. put the school union model under increasing compliance and financial pressure. The skill set and management experience required to be a superintendent, along with the other central office functions (business manager, transportation, special services, etc.) grew accordingly. To help control costs and increase school effectiveness, Maine law was revised to allow more incentives for small school units to reduce costs and increase administrative effectiveness through the newer models of an Alternative Organizational Structure (AOS), or a Regional School Unit (RSU). While each of these two models may eliminate some of the conflicts and inefficiencies that Union 76 experiences, each reduces some amount of local community autonomy in exchange for an increase in quality professional administration. 











The AOS model retains separate school boards for the member municipalities or districts and autonomy over discretionary local taxation. However, the model requires member school units to consolidate curriculum and other financial functions as well as coordination of budget approval processes. It reduces extra bookkeeping and coordinates more budget development and reporting timelines, but it still requires regular, separate school board meetings and can create disparities, for example, in teacher contract and pay systems. The RSU model creates a consolidated governing board and school district, and greater coordination of services in an effort to reduce administrative redundancy, duplication and conflicting services. It allows for more flexibility in assigning personnel among schools and in managing teacher union contracts. Despite the emphasis on creating unified systems, RSU law permits individual member towns to retain important local options and preserve some historic practices in the formation agreements. These include retaining school choice for high school attendance and the final control over the continued existence of its local schools. Any revision of the school union governing structure will take many months to complete, and will require voter approvals in all affected towns. In the near term, School Union 76 will be in place.



RECOMMENDATIONS: 



The three school districts of the Union, and especially the CSD, need to make the recruitment of a top quality superintendent their first priority. The total enrollments of the three school systems are among the smallest in the State, yet still require–and deserve–the same level of time, care and concern for quality management as that found in much larger school systems. However, with the present school union structure it will be almost impossible to attract a quality candidate for the superintendent’s position, given the need for that person to: prepare and oversee three separate school budgets plus a school union budget; work with four separate governing boards (counting the Union board itself); three separate sets of reports to the State; and two different types of warrant approval processes. In addition, the superintendent must oversee a staff that will include separate



facility maintenance directors, transportation, a special education director, food service, curriculum coordination and more. In spite of these difficulties, a small school district can be an attractive place for a school superintendent to work. It is an ideal place for a candidate at the beginning of her/his career or for someone who may see such a position as a satisfying place to serve toward the end of a career. However, salary is a major problem, given the structural impediments cited above, and the small pool of candidates having the experience and qualifications to meet the needs. In its present configuration, Union 76 would be wise to try to match salary offered by districts with enrollments two to four times larger, and with fewer “evenings out” attending board meetings and community events. In other words, the union board should consider offering a salary somewhat larger than that paid in districts of comparable size.    



The CSD Board must review its bylaws and internal executive functions, including its policies, and complete the review before undertaking a search for a new superintendent. The CSD Board must set up effective committee structures to assist in the oversight and direction of all major responsibilities for the district. The CSD Board and the voters of Deer Isle and Stonington should review the CSD’s charter and consider changing to a five-member board elected at large. The Union 76 School Board, and the CSD 13 School Board especially, should engage in a reexamination of the Union’s governing structure. The Union 76 Board should begin a study of the most effective way to govern in the future. Because of the “working conditions” created by the structural problems of the current Union, the Union Board, and the CSD School Board, should give serious consideration to changing the form of governance. Either the AOS model or the RSU model may help in recruiting and retaining a high-quality superintendent. Alternatively, the Union can consider breaking apart, with Brooklin and Sedgwick considering joining Union 93 and the CSD hiring its own superintendent. However, if the CSD “goes it alone” it should do so with a realistic review of the full range of services required to support its central office responsibilities. The total cost may easily be in the neighborhood of $500,000 per year. This is obviously an outsize sum in a school district with a resident student enrollment of 300.



BUDGET COMMITTEE REPORT AND RECOMMENDATIONS: 1: Issues Of particular concern the current budget has sections that will probably be over budget by June 30, 2016 because in the superintendent’s office we are paying two salaries. As the Board looks at the 2016-2017 budget it needs to carefully study each section to determine recommendations to hopefully avoid the confrontations of last year. Since the audit still has not arrived, determination of the surplus for the end of 2016 cannot be determined. There is also the concern for categories last year that went over the 5% rule. Depending on the course of action of a strategic plan it is not possible to determine where budget changes should occur 2: Background Current budget to actual reports as well as past year’s budget to actual are available. Audit of past years are available The engineering study has arrived but I have not seen it to determine cost estimates for repairs to the high school. I do not have any information about splitting from the Union, cost would be higher if that event took place, but no study on this issue has been done yet. 3: Further data With 6 months of costs now available, projections for spending for the rest of the year should be able to be determined The audit will give a lot of information when available Input from principals and Board on future goals for classes will help to determine future budget numbers Board should check to find out if money can be taken from surplus to cover overages for this year. If so a town meeting should be called to see if it would be approved RECOMMENDATIONS:  Board needs to work with the principals to come up with budgets 2016-2017  Negotiations for teacher contracts need to be carefully addressed especially health insurance  Board needs to make the teachers and principals aware of any categories that may go over budget so that they can help to solve these problems before this happens.  Towns need to appoint a school finance committee to work with school board and superintendent in preparing an annual budget that meets the needs of the schools and the financial resources of the community.  Generate a monthly budget summary that presents the numbers by warrant article. Year-todate budget and year-to-date actual.



COMMUNICATION COMMITTEE REPORT AND RECOMMENDATIONS: 



Our biggest issue is the lack of communication between the school board, the district office, and the public. What communication does exist seems to get misconstrued easily.







The two biggest communication issues on everyone’s mind right now are the free lunch for all, and the lack of school insurance. Because of miscommunications not only between the Central Office and the insurance company (in the case of the insurance), and the lack of communication between the Central Office and the community on both issues, there has been even more mistrust and lack of confidence.



RECOMMENDATIONS:







The Central Office to come up with an “Official Website.” The two school websites are very helpful, as are their two Facebook pages. However, there are still times when even these aren’t always consistent. There are some great ways the schools use to communicate but something official from the Central Office would also be beneficial. Even something like a mass email list for people to subscribe to for up to the minute meeting times/changes, minutes, agendas etc.







The superintendent, school leaders, and the school board should mount a coordinated communications effort to better explain proficiency-based standards to island residents in order to garner their support and to increase their understanding of how such an approach will benefit their children.



CURRICULUM AND DISCIPLINE COMMITTEE REPORT AND RECOMMENDATIONS:



There is a concern that recent K-12 school budgets in CSD#13 have called for annual expenditures that are not sustainable in future years. This is coupled with the realization that while student enrollments have decreased dramatically over the past fifteen years, staffing levels have not decreased at a similar rate and spending has increased more quickly than the rate of inflation over the same time period. There is also a perception that the level of spending is not resulting in the educational outcomes the community would like to see for its investment.



At the same time, there is a very real need to address the chronic, acute needs evident in the student population K-12. These needs, which reflect the broader needs of the Island population, include:







A 30%+ special education identification rate. Not included in that rate is another 10%20% of students who could be identified, primarily for emotional or mental health needs, as well as students with 504 plans.







The broad impact of poverty, the effects of which are well documented and which manifests itself in a variety of ways in our student population.







The impact of alcohol and drug abuse, both amongst students as well as student caregivers.







A lack of resources in the community to address the above problems, including difficulty accessing both physical and mental health providers as well as a lack of law enforcement.



In recent years, the school district’s primary response to address the very real needs presented by the demographics of its student body has been to add or retain staffing, either in the form of maintaining small class sizes or hiring additional licensed staff as well as ed techs. However,



current staffing does not include licensed staff members with specialized training to address the intense needs our students present. Despite the best efforts of administrators, teachers, and support staff, the schools do not have the capacity to address the root causes of student needs.



There is hope, however. Innovative educational approaches and research-based school design have shown that students and schools in other communities very similar to Deer IsleStonington can achieve the educational outcomes that prepare all students as lifelong learners ready for college and/or career while still maintaining a reasonable, affordable budget. The first step is to determine what facilities will be available to the school system: the current K-8 building and 9-12 building, a K-12 school incorporating and adding on to the current K-8 facility, or a K-8 facility and secondary education provided outside the district. This decision will also play a large role in the structure and number of building leaders needed within the district.



A careful examination of the current educational program and staffing can guide decisions that move the school closer to delivering an innovative, effective educational program for all students while reallocating staffing resources so that personnel with specialized training can be hired. Providing staff with specialized training to deal with the demographics of our student body will increase the school’s ability to deliver an education that addresses the concerns of the community and supports all students.



A recent survey of the high school students’ opinions about their educational experience, while representing just one slice of residents’ views of our educational program, nevertheless echoes the concerns outlined here. Most of the students appreciate the sense of community at the high school and the close relationships they have with their teachers; a sizable majority believe that their teachers care about their academic progress at school and feel comfortable going to their teachers for help. At the same time, many students are distressed about the poor condition of the building and the general lack of respect that their peers show toward teachers, other students, and school facilities and equipment. There seems a strong desire among many students for more consistent, effective discipline and a more respectful atmosphere in the high school.



RECOMMENDATIONS:







As noted above, deciding the facilities question is a top priority for the new school board and superintendent. The community survey and an upcoming teacher survey



should provide important guidance for which option the district should choose-whether to renovate the high school, expand the elementary school to accommodate all K-12 students, or send the high school students off-island. 



Having trained, licensed staff who specialize in behavior management is a critical need at both the elementary and high school, both to work with students and families directly and to provide specialized training for other school staff in working with atrisk students. The School Board and administration should examine the budget closely to determine where other savings can be realized in order to fulfill this need.







Proficiency-based learning is mandated by the state and has proven effective in ensuring that students possess the skills they need to succeed in college and the workplace. The school board and administration should develop a timeline for implementation of proficiency-based learning, with periodic bench-marks to ensure that the time-line is being followed.







A cohesive K-12 curriculum, aligned to college and career readiness standards, should be developed by school leaders and the superintendent, with the support of the school board. More importantly, this curriculum should guide teaching and learning decisions at the classroom, school, and district level.







Hands-on, project-based learning is an important feature of the Marine Pathways and Arts Pathways programs at the high school. The school board and school leadership should explore ways to expand project-based learning throughout the high school and into the elementary school to meet the needs of our diverse student population.
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