TRENTON ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

Michael Zboray, Principal Phone: 207-667-8447
51 School Road Fax: 207-667-0il44
Trenton, Maine OLS0S

February 9, 2021
Trenton School Board response to SEOC recommendations letter

The Trenton School Board thanks the members of the SEOC for their year-long work at looking for ways to
tackle rising costs. This letter is respectfully submitted as a response to the SEOC recommendations to the
school board dated December 30, 2020, January 11, 2021, and January 22, 2021.

A Brief History

Membership in the AOS was driven in part by the drive for school consolidation from the Baldacci
administration as well as the fact that the Trenton school had been part of School Union 92. Board members at
the time did not feel that being part of Union 92 met the needs given that the majority of Trenton students
chose to attend MDI High School. When questioning who to partner with, the Commissioner of Education
called MDIRSS, or U98 as it was organized at the time, “the gold standard.”

By joining the AOS, Trenton secured access to multiple community partners which include: the Jackson Lab,
MDI Bio Lab, MDI Hospital, Acadia National Park, The Abbe Museum, College of the Atlantic, Island Readers
and Writers, Seal Cove Auto Museum, Camp Beech CIiff, and many others. This collaborative is unique to
MDIRSS and the students and teachers it serves. These partnerships provide programming, resources, and
unparalleled support not found in many other public PreK -12 school systems in the state of Maine. They
provide pathways, resources, and educational opportunities that significantly augment the teaching and
learning taking place at Trenton Elementary School.

Autonomy

It is suggested that in being part of the AOS, the Trenton school board does not have a voice. On the contrary,
Trenton is an equal member of the AOS. Votes are based on student enroliment. Bar Harbor has 4, Trenton
and the other towns each have 3 and the outer Islands have 1 each. Furthermore, Trenton representatives to
the AOS have served as Chair and Vice Chair, for 7 years, over half of the AOS’s nearly 12-year existence.
Clearly, the assertion that Trenton has no voice is merely an unfounded sound bite rather than the truth. The
reality does not match the characterization within the SEOC recommendations.

Furthermore as observed at the January 12th draft budget review, the Trenton School has complete control

over the budget and directs school administration to make adjustments as it sees fit with professional guidance
from the AOS central office.
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Comparisons

In comparing central office costs, Trenton pays $52,038 less than Lamoine (FY 2020/2021 Budgets). Trenton
currently pays less for more services. If we were to join with Lamoine and Hancock for example, we could
conceivably pay more for fewer services, which would negatively impact teaching and learning.

Currently, the AOS salary scale closely matches what Lamoine is using. Differences in regular instruction costs
are in part borne out by the larger number of teachers at the top of the scale in Trenton as compared to other
schools (e.g.Lamoine). Trenton has more teachers and specifically more specials teachers than Lamoine.

Future Growth Concerns / Efficiencies / RSU

Clearly, as the straw poll on the middle school question showed, people in the town of Trenton want to be part
of an organization that is looking for ways to better educate the children in its community and meet the
challenge of a growing population that may impact future space needs at the Trenton school.

The SEOC has recommended that the board look for efficiencies. Just as withdrawal is an avenue, the
question of forming an RSU should not be ruled out. Though that is not the intent of the AOS it would be
disingenuous for the SEOC to leave that off the table if fiscal responsibility is the concern of the committee.

Section 1 Responses

Throughout this process, the superintendent has sought out legal advice as recommendations or questions
have been asked by the SEOC. Yet the superintendent has been criticized when he has done so to protect the
town from legal liability.

The SEOC makes the assumption that pulling out of negotiations on the AOS common contract will result in
savings. Towns (through local school boards) are bound to the current salary and benefits structure
throughout the process. If an offer is made that is lower than is currently provided, you may find highly qualified
teachers being poached by other district schools. This was a practice that made it difficult to maintain a highly
qualified staff which led to the creation of the common contract.

The school board unanimously disagrees with the assertion that it is micromanaged by the superintendent. The
board accepted clear advice that, by charter, the SEOC would suggest pulling out of the AOS. Membership on
the SEOC could be misconstrued as tacit acceptance of that option. The superintendent helped school board
members understand their obligation and the decision was made by the school board to act in an advisory role.
A member of the school board was at nearly all meetings so the SEOC was not at a loss regarding the school
board’s perspective.

Seeking discussions with other district superintendents is not in the purview of the SEOC as it does not
represent the elected school board. Any Superintendent would seek their own legal advice as to whether such
conversations are appropriate, especially if they are not supported by elected officials.

Section 2 Response

The school board has complete confidence in the leadership of the superintendent as reflected in the AOS
board's unanimous vote to extend his contract by 5 yrs.
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The superintendent did his job to protect the town from legal challenges. It was prudent for Dr. Gousse to seek
legal advice regarding withdrawal from the AOS or the special education reserve as those provisions were
voted on and passed by the citizens of the town. It would be irresponsible of him not to do that.

In discussions regarding extracurricular activity dollars, all public documents drafted to show the potential
impact of cuts were generated by the principal, Mike Zboray, to provide context to the impact on students'
school experience. Combined, all after school programming costs are approximately $50,000. When a town
does not have a passed school budget, it is prudent to not spend funds unnecessarily when it has not been
authorized to do so by the voters. It is essential to be fiscally prudent during these times to protect those
educationally necessary services as your budget may not pass at the amount supported by the school board.

Conclusion

In the current structure, the Trenton school board fully supports its place in the AOS. Trenton school board
members have played a leading role in the decision making of the AOS in support of Trenton’s students,
teachers, and community thereby providing the best educational opportunity for the town. The Trenton School
Board, and the AOS, are both committed to finding savings. Clearly, the lion's share of growth in the Trenton
budget has been in the area of special education which comes with a legal mandate to address. This growth
has led to a nearly $400,000 increase in the school budget over 4 years.

The board appreciates citizen participation in looking for ways to provide the best education to the children of
Trenton at a reasonable cost to taxpayers. That process should take place without a preconceived conclusion
in mind and should carefully weigh all possibilities. The citizens of Trenton have shown time and again that
they value the quality of education provided to our students and consider the funding of quality education for
our students an investment in the future of all of us.

Respectively,
The Trenton School Board
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