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Executive Summary

In December of 2020, the School Evaluation Option Committee (SEOC) sent its
recommendations to the Trenton School Committee (TSC). At the January 12, 2021 TSC
meeting, the SEOC presented their recommendations and responded to questions posed by the
TSC. On January 22, 2021 the SEOC submitted written responses to the questions posed by
the TSC. The key recommendation was the withdrawal of Trenton Elementary School (TES)
from the AOS 91 school district. This document is a presentation of the TSC’s research into the
mechanism for withdrawal from the AOS, the possible administrative effects of withdrawal, as
well as the budgetary effects of acting as an independent school or as a member of another
district. In addition, it presents responses to specific actionable potential budget-reducing
options as presented in the SEOC'’s final report.

The Trenton School Committee’s research indicates that the loss of the administrative services
provided by the AOS would be difficult to replace at the same cost that the AOS provides them.
Administrative costs associated with the AOS Central Office amount to less than 5% of the total
TES budget. This is because the costs of the costs associated with the Central Office services
are spread throughout the eight communities and the MDI High School. If TES was an
independent school, those services would need to be supplied by the school resulting in either
HIGHER costs needed to match the level of service of the AOS or FEWER services offered for
the same budget amount.

The SEOC has cited Lamoine as an example of a school that serves similar towns and spends
significantly less on their school. The reasons behind the differences in budget stems from lower
Special Education costs and staffing differences (Lamoine has less teachers, offers fewer
Specials, and has less maintenance staff), and NOT from the costs associated with the services
provided by the AOS. In fact, Lamoine pays more for the same services in both real dollars and
as a percentage of their budget.

The Trenton School Committee is grateful to the SEOC for their research and recommendations
into ways to reduce the impact of the school’s budget on the community. We believe that their
report has many great options that the town should explore. Many of these are beyond the
scope of the school committee, but we fully endorse the Town of Trenton continuing to work on
them. For those recommendations that are under our purview, TES, the TSC, and the AOS
Committee are committed to finding ways both reduce the budget and provide more for our
students, be it through consolidation, partnerships, or other ways of working together. We will
continue to work to better our school, improve our community, and provide our students with the
education they need to succeed in life.

Background — Trenton Elementary School and AOS 91

According to the Maine School Board Association’s MSBA Handbook, the Trenton School
Committee (TSC) is the governing body for the Trenton Elementary School (TES) with powers
and duties established by law (20-A MRSA § 1001). The board is a legislative and policy making
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body. The implementation of these policies is performed by the superintendent and their staff,
who are held responsible for the administration and supervision of the school system.

The TSC functions “within the framework of laws, court decisions, attorney generals’ opinions,
and similar mandates from the state and national levels of government, and recognizing the
authority of the state, fulfills its mission as the governing body of a political subdivision by acting
as follows in the execution of its duties:

1. Adopts policies that govern the school administrative unit;

2. Selects the superintendent;

3. Is responsible for the management of school property and providing for its custody and
care;

4. Provides for the planning, expansion, improvement, financing, construction, and
maintenance of the physical plant of the school system;

5. Prescribes the minimum standards needed for the efficient operation and improvement
of the school system;

6. Requires the establishment and maintenance of records, accounts, archives,
management methods, and procedures incidental to the conduct of school business;

7. Prepares the budget, financial reports, audits, major expenditures, payment of
obligations, and policies whereby the administration may formulate procedures,
regulations, and other guides for the orderly accomplishment of business;

8. Determines the necessary expenditures which eventually result in the levying of taxes by
the town for the operation, support, maintenance, improvement, and extension of the
school system;

9. Adopts courses of study and policy governing selection of educational materials;

10. Provides staff and instructional materials and equipment;

11. Evaluates the educational program to determine the effectiveness with which the schools
are achieving the educational purposes of the school system; and

12. Provides for the dissemination of information relating to the schools necessary for
creating a well-informed public.”

(Maine School Board Association Handbook, pg. 2-8;
https://core-docs.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/asset/uploaded file/570965/MSBA_Handbook
-_All_Sections.pdf)

In November 2008, the citizens of the Town of Trenton voted to join the Mount Desert Regional
School system (MDIRSS) and in 2009, the Trenton Elementary School (TES) joined the
MDIRSS, which is organized as an Alternative Organizational Structure, “composed of two or
more school administrative units joined together for the purpose of providing administrative and
sometimes educational services. Administrative services provided include: superintendent;
special education administration; transportation administration; and business-office functions.
Each member entity maintains its own budget and school board. AOS costs are shared based
on a formula outlined in the AOS reorganization plan. An AOS School Committee, made up of
representatives of each member unit school committee, is formed to oversee shared
administration.” (MSBA Handbook, pg. 2-9;
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The AOS is managed by a school committee (AOSSC) that is composed of representatives of
the individual school committees as outlined in Section 4 of the Interlocal Agreement (Appendix
A) that formed the AOS. TES has 3 of the 19 voting members at any given time. The AOSSC
has duties and powers outlined in Section 6 of the Interlocal Agreement, including, but not
limited to, overseeing the operation of the AOS central office; annually developing and obtaining
voter approval for the AOS central office budget; and apportioning to each Member School Unit
its share of the AOS central office budget in accordance with the AOS cost sharing formula.
Additionally, all members of the AOSSC have a contract in common with the representatives of
each member units’ teacher associations. This means that the school committees negotiate with
the associations together, but each contract is ultimately approved by the individual school
committees.

TES’s portion of the AOS’s Central Office budget is a percentage (recently 11-12%) based on
the size of TES’s budget, the number of staff, and the number of pupils as described in Section
10 of the Interlocal Agreement. In FY 2020-2021 this amount was $204,251 (4.8% of the total
TES budget). These assessed monies paid, in part, for the following budget items/services:
System Administration (Superintendent’s Office, Business Manager), Special Education
(Special Services’ Office, Psychologists [grant supported]), Student and Staff Support (Office of
Curriculum, Assessment, and Instruction, Technology Coordination).

Specific services that are provided by the AOS Central Office are too numerous to list fully. The
following list is by no means comprehensive, but rather is to showcase some of the more
important services provided:

e Access to a sequential standards-based curriculum developed and implemented by the
AOS Central Office Staff;

e Ability to participate in special programming, including the Virtual Academy created in

response to COVID-19;

Lower cost professional development opportunities due to economies of scale;

HR assistance including onboarding and Title IX support;

Report and grant writing support;

Grant writing;

Assistance with programmatic and legal support related to special education;

The ability to share part-time staff with other school to crate full time positions to reduce

turnover; and

e Better pricing on per-student software licenses, technology, and curriculum materials.

These services are necessary to the efficient and effective operation of TES as decided by the
school principal, in consultation with the Superintendent and the School Committee. The loss of
the AOS Central Office staff would mean that staff members at TES would have to provide
these services or they would need to be provided by another central office staff. If the work were
to be completed in house, more personnel would need to be added as the TES staff is working
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at or beyond capacity. If the work were to be contracted out, either through another central
office or a service that provides this, there would be costs assessed to TES for this work.

Background — Mechanism for Withdrawal from AOS 91

The process for “withdrawal” from the AOS is not a simple one, but it is ultimately achievable.
The Interlocal Agreement (IA) outlines two pathways for withdrawal. It is also important to note
that the actions described above may only be initiated by the AOS School Committee or school
committee(s) of member units. Town officials or citizens do not have the authority to initiate
changes to the IA or SpEd Reserve Agreement.

The first option is under Section 16 of the IA, Termination of the Interlocal Agreement. The Plan
of Termination must be approved by the Commissioner of Education and then voted upon by
the voters of either the member school unit community, or the voters of all the communities of
the AOS. This option would result in termination of AOS 91 completely and the dissolution of the
Special Education Reserve Agreement (SERA).

The second option is to amend the Interlocal Agreement under Section 6 to include a
withdrawal process for a single member. This would require voter approval of each AOS
community. If this option were to be used, it would not result in the termination of the AOS. This
would keep the Special Education Reserve Agreement in place and TES would still be obligated
to participate in the SERA as outlined in Section 11 of the SERA. If the Trenton School
committee chose either of these options, it is uncertain if other member school committees
would support or fight the withdrawal.

Discussion — Potential Administrative Impacts from AOS 91 Withdrawal

Autonomy of TES

Whether TES operated as an independent school system or joined a smaller group of schools
like Lamoine and Hancock, withdrawal from the AOS would impact the amount of autonomy in
decision making that the administration of TES has. The Interlocal Agreement specifies that
each member unit conform to the statutory requirement of the AOS including but not limited to
core curriculum, local assessments, school policies, school calendar, and consistent bargaining
agreements.

As an independent school, TES would be able to set their own policies, calendars, schedules,
etc. if those conformed to applicable state and federal laws. As an independent school, TES
would have the ability to negotiate agreements separately, but it should be noted that contract
agreements are not one sided and cannot be solely set by the school committee. Should
negotiations extend beyond the contract period, the existing agreement remains in effect until a
new one is set.

If TES were to join with other schools in an administrative arrangement, the school system
would be subject to the rules of said arrangement. There is no way of knowing these restrictions
without beginning the conversation with the other schools. What is known is that certain
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services, like those of superintendent and business manager, would be shared with the other
schools and that much like the arrangement currently, the superintendent would oversee the
running of the schools while the school committee would be tasked with ensuring the schools
are well run.

Impact of Withdrawal on the Services Provided by the Central Office.

The Central Office provides services to TES that range from business management to
technology to curriculum development and assessment of student learning. For these services,
TES is assessed a portion of the AOS Central Office’s budget, as outlined above. The services
offered by the Central Office are necessary to the operation of the school; they can be replaced,
but not abandoned entirely. Were TES to withdraw from the AOS, these services would need to
be replaced, either in-house or through a combination of outsourcing and in-house work.

Discussion — Potential Budgetary Impacts from AOS 91 Withdrawal — Lamoine as Model

Lamoine Consolidated Schools (LCS) is often seen as a comparable school system to TES due
to the geographical proximity, the relative size of the community, the number of pupils, and the
value of the town’s assessment. LCS has a budget that is considerably smaller than that of
TES, so it can offer some insight as to the potential impact of withdrawal from AOS 91 with
regards to administrative budget, as well as general budget considerations.

Table 1: Trenton and Lamoine Schools FY2020/2021 Budgets

Category Trenton Lamoine

Regular Instruction $ 2,072,312 $ 1,556,409

Special Ed Instruction $ 1,057,444 $ 715,248
Other Instruction $ 83,008 $ 29,695
Student and Staff Support $ 300,035 $ 128,399
System Admin $ 82,097 $ 134,135
School Admin $ 214,643 $ 161,944
Transportation And Buses $ 174,000 $ 158,068
Operations & Maintenance | $ 252,866 $ 183,225
ALL Other $ 25,000 $ 41,968
Total $ 4,261,405 $ 3,109,091

Trenton School Committee Approved - 2/9/21 6



On January 12, 2021, Katrina Kane, Superintendent of Hancock and Lamoine Schools
responded to a request from Tom Reeve of the Trenton School Committee for information
regarding teaching positions, salary scale, and other budgetary differences between Trenton
and Lamoine. The information is summarized below:

e Teaching
m LCS retirements/new hires over the past 5 years led to tiered levels of
experience. Half the staff are Top/Off scale BS/CAS, with the other half
spread from 0 to 11 years of experience. For TES, 1/3 are below the
middle salary level, 2/3 are above.
m LCS and TES have the same number of k-2 teachers.
m LCS has a Literacy Specialist teacher who is also certified to teach 3-8.
TES have both Math and Literacy Specialist teachers.
m TES has 9.7 FTE teachers for 3-8 and specials, LCS has 6.4 FTE for the
same.
e Special Education
m LCS has only one SPED Teacher, TES has three.
m Lamoine and Hancock share SPED administration and services, TES
receives these services from the AOS Central Office.
m LCS has hosted a program for students who would otherwise need to
have out of system placement.
e Student and Staff Support
m Trenton has Guidance and Nurse contracted through MDI Hospital. The
Central office supplies Curriculum staff. LCS contracts w/ MDI Hospital for
nursing services if necessary. LCS Principal is certified Curriculum
Coordinator.
e Operations and Maintenance
m TES has more maintenance staff.

While each schools’ budget is not a cut and paste copy of each other, by examining the general
ledger accounts of each individual administrative budgets, comparisons can be made. As
pointed out by Superintendent Kane above, Trenton has more teachers and specifically more
Specials teachers than Lamoine. This, combined with differences in health insurance and
teacher longevity, can account for the ~$516,000 difference. Interestingly, the salary scale for
Trenton and Lamoine are remarkably similar and combined with the new legal minimum salary
for teachers does not influence the budget differences. Also, Trenton offers Pre-K while
Lamoine does not. This accounts for almost 10% of the difference in Regular Instruction costs.

Special Education costs are approximately $342,000 higher for Trenton than Lamoine. This can
be attributed to differences in the number of SPED students, the number of SPED teachers, and
the impact of costs associated with meeting their Individualized Education Program (IEP)
requirements. In addition, Lamoine and Hancock do have the ability to use a Life Skills Program
for students that need out of district placement, although that was not included in this budget
year for Lamoine, due to a lack of need.
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Other differences throughout the various cost centers include the cost of the Afterschool

Program that Trenton offers and Lamoine does not. Trenton offers full-time guidance services
and health services are on site for 20hrs. a week, while Lamoine’s services in both of these
areas are part-time. The same goes for library services (~$23,000) and Instructional Technology
(~$27,000). Facilities maintenance is approximately $69,000 higher in Trenton. Lamoine spends

~$52,000 more on the Superintendent and Business Manager’s office and approximately
$17,000 more on food service.

FY2020/2021 Budget by Cost Center with AOS Assessment Separated

Operations and All Other, 525,000, 0%
Maintenance, $252,8665,
6% \

1
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Instruction,
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Figure 1: FY 2020/2021 TES Budget by Cost Center with AOS Assessment Separated
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For the 20/21 Year, TES spent $204,251 (4.8% of total) of its budget for Central Office
Administration that includes the Office of the Superintendent, Student and Staff Support
(Curriculum, Assessment, and Technology), and Special Education Administration (these
services are divided among various cost centers, so for comparison they have been pulled out).
For the same Fiscal Year, Lamoine spent $239,368 (7.7% of total) of its budget for the same
services. It is interesting to note that TES pays significantly less for these services as a
percentage of its budget. This difference can be attributed to the pooling of funds across AOS
91 to pay for the Central Office Services, while Lamoine and Hancock have only the two school
districts to pay for the services. If TES were no longer a member of the AOS, the school would
lose out on the services provided by the central office. The question then becomes, who
supplies these services? It depends on the service, the capacity of the school staff and faculty,
and whether TES joins Lamoine and Hancock, if that is an option. What is known is that this will
have an insignificant impact on the budget and could potentially lead to budget increases if
hiring or subcontracting has to occur to provide the services.

If we use Lamoine Consolidated Schools as a model to decrease our budget, a clear picture of
the impacts of withdrawal appears. As Special Education costs are specifically connected to the
IEPs of students and cannot be changed dramatically while meeting those programs, we cannot
significantly reduce those costs. That leaves the following costs centers as targets for reduction:
Regular Education, Other Instruction, Student and Staff Services, Facilities Maintenance.

Regular Education costs are the biggest slice of the pie when comparing the budget differences
of Trenton and Lamoine and as such is the biggest target for reduction. Contracts for teachers
are negotiated through collective bargaining and are therefore subject to state and federal laws.
As such, the School Committee could negotiate for lower wages and health benefits, but there
would be no guarantee that the new contract would be accepted by the teachers. This would
then require us to maintain the current contract until negotiations are completed and a new
contract agreed to. This back and forth would most likely result in small changes to the contract.
As this would not significantly alter that portion of the Regular Education cost center, the only
alternative would be to reduce the number of and/or the amount of hours for positions. The likely
target would be the specials teachers (art, music, physical education, world language, and
technology). Other services that would need to be reduced or removed completely would most
likely include guidance, library, the After School Program, and facilities maintenance.

The above can be misconstrued as a threat, but it is far from it. It is the reality of reducing the
budget. The administration and school committee of Trenton work hard to keep the budget as
affordable as possible, while still providing the services that the citizens of Trenton have
repeatedly indicated that they want in their school. There is no padding in the budget, no simple
cuts to be made. The simple truth is a smaller budget means less services for students
and families. The best way to shrink the budget without removing services or positions is to
work with other schools to combine positions. Withdrawal from the AOS means less of a chance
to find cost saving methods that leverage combined resources of the eight towns and the high
school.
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Research into Actionable Options Provided by the SEOC

1. Participation in SPRPCE to reduce SPED costs

On Page 35 of the SEOC'’s report, it was recommended that TES look into membership in the
Southern Penobscot Regional Program for Children with Exceptionalities (SPRPCE). TES
Principal, Mike Zboray has researched the program, talked with participants about the potential
costs, and calculated the following:

SPRPCE costs for 1 individual

Tuition $38,674 avg tuition cost -

1:1 Ed tech $35,000 if required in IEP - cost born by sending district
Transportation® $6.724

Total $80,398

*Provided by the parent to Bucksport to then take public transport to the facility. This was done
to reduce the transportation costs to TES (Only if the parent can). If the parent cannot transport
to Bucksport, the cost will be higher.

Current Kids Peace costs for 1 individual

Tuition $60,665
Transportation $3.500 - provided by the parent
Total $64,165

This shows that the costs associated with SPRPCE can be much higher than the costs
associated with Kids Peace. The board and staff of TES are continuing to research other
potential methods to reduce the high costs associated with out of district placement.

2. Negotiating Health Care Costs

Rising health care costs are a problem nationally, not just for the Trenton Schools. For the
better part of twenty years, health care costs have outpaced inflation. As a group, the AOS has
worked to reduce health care costs borne by the schools with the following actions:

1. Adjusted the cost sharing in negotiations with teachers from 85/15 to 83/17 and then to
82/18;

2. District consolidated to a single group rating for all AOS schools resulting in a 0%
increase over the past 2 years;

3. District focus on health and wellness which research has shown to reduce health care
costs;

4. Switched to offering the Blue Cross Blue Shield Standard 1000 Plan;

5. Increased incentive to Insurance buyout to $5,000 to incentivise participation in plans
provided by a spouse’s employment. This equates to a $15,000 saving on a family plan.
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Negotiating health care costs are tied to collective bargaining agreements with the teachers. As
outlined in the discussion section above, changes to these agreements are not one sided and
are subject to negotiation with the Teachers Association. Any characterization that a school
system can just set the health care cost-sharing agreement and have those accepted by the
Teachers Association is false. TES and the AOS are committed to negotiating health care costs
with a balanced approach that benefits the taxpayers to the best of our ability, while providing
benefits that are competitive to the market in the local area, as well as throughout Maine.

3. Billing to MaineCare

According to the Maine Department of Health and Human Services, all School-based Services
provided to MaineCare Members must meet the following minimum requirements:

1. Be medically necessary;

2. Be ordered, prescribed, or recommended by a physician or other licensed practitioner of
the healing arts;

3. Beincluded in the member’s Individualized Education Plan (IEP) or Individualized Family
Service Plan (IFSP); and

4. Be medical in nature (as opposed to academic).

Additionally, federal law requires that for Medicaid to be billed, a public agency must obtain
parental consent, consistent and notify parents that the parents’ refusal to allow access to their
public benefits or insurance does not relieve the public agency of its responsibility to ensure that
all required services are provided at no cost to the parent.

On top of those regulations, school districts cannot:

1. Require parents to sign up for or enroll in public insurance programs in order for their
child to receive a free appropriate public education (FAPE) under Part B of the
Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA)

2. Require parents to incur an out-of-pocket expense such as the payment of a deductible
or co-pay amount after receiving services, but may pay the cost that the parent
otherwise would be required to pay; and

3. Use a child’s benefits under a public insurance program if that use would decrease
available lifetime coverage or any other insured benefit;

4. Resultin the family paying for services that would otherwise be covered by the public
insurance program and that are required for the child outside of the time the child is in
school;

5. Increase premiums or lead to the discontinuation of insurance; or risk loss of eligibility for
home and community-based waivers, based on aggregate health-related expenditures.

The use of Medicaid funds to provide or pay for MaineCare’s school-based services program
will not:

1. Require a parent/guardian to incur an out-of-pocket expense;
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2. Decrease a child’s Medicaid benefits; or

3. Increase premiums or lead to the discontinuation of insurance or a student’s eligibility for
home and community-based waivers.

4. In addition, parents must be informed that refusal to permit the school district to access
public health benefits or insurance does not relieve the school district of its responsibility
to ensure that all required services are provided to students at no cost to parents.

This severely limits the number of and the amount of services that are available to be billed to
MaineCare. As a result, billing for these services can be a net loss to the school when you factor
in paying someone to prepare and submit the required paperwork.

If we look at Bangor Public Schools’ FY 2020/21 budget, they have a $9.27 million-dollar SPED
budget. Of that total, they budget $100,000 to be billed to MaineCare. If you correlate this
budget to Trenton’s $1.06 million-dollar SPED budget, you are looking at approximately $11,400
dollars in MaineCare that Trenton could receive. This is approximately enough to cover 1/3 of
an Ed Tech’s salary. As there are no Ed Techs who have unused work capacity, TES would
lose money having to hire someone to fill this role. There is a potential for the AOS to supply
this service to all the schools in the AOS and we are currently looking into the feasibility of this.

4. Exploring ways to consolidate costs and share staff

The Trenton School Committee and the AOS School Committee is committed to finding new
ways to reduce costs to its member towns through consolidation and sharing of services. A few
ways that we have already accomplished this are:

Currently share world language and Tech staff with other AOS schools
Health Insurance savings - See above

Heating Costs - Through consolidated bid

Bus Contract with Conners-Emerson -Through consolidated bid

hoON -~

Through its Long-range Planning Steering Committee, as well as other subcommittees, the AOS
board has spent countless hours in the past few years exploring how the AOS can combine
services through the central office to reduce the costs borne by individual school districts. This
includes having the AOS offer district-wide services in the following areas:
1. Art, Music and Language Instruction
Custodial and Maintenance
Educational Technicians
Food Service
Special Education and Gifted/Talented-Regional Programming
Technology Services
Transportation
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These are specific areas where a school might not need a full-time position to fulfill its needs. By

dividing the services provided among the schools you can reduce the costs associated for each
individual school.

There are numerous other ways to consolidate and reduce costs, from centralizing bulk
purchasing, to forming an RSU, that could potentially reduce the budgets of individual towns.
The Trenton School Committee and the AOS Committee is committed to exploring ALL
potential, feasible avenues for consolidation and will continue to do so.
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