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The Maine legislature has charged the State Board of Education with creating 
a long-term vision for the state of Maine, reviewing progress every five years. 
When the board began its review eighteen months ago, it felt that the work 
was well under way, as it was currently in the process of revamping the state 
standards—originally implemented in 1997—in order to benchmark them against 
international standards. However, it also had significant concerns about student 
performance at grade eleven. Maine has always scored well in the country on 
the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), but we’ve begun 
plateauing at the eleventh-grade level on our local assessments, which measure 
students’ readiness for a college-level curriculum. In beginning to look at what we 
could do differently to really prepare our students for the twenty-first century, 
the state board decided to bring in a group of people who would challenge us 
to think outside the box. This select panel included two superintendents, as 
well as CEOs from the banking world and other companies around the state. 
Former governor Angus King—an innovator in the area of technology—was 
also asked to join the panel, as well as some people at the municipal level, who 
were already challenging what was happening in education. The board wanted to 
make sure that our teachers were represented, and so Sherri Gould was asked 
to join because of the creative work she’s done in her classroom. As part of this 
panel, members had a rare opportunity to explore what changes need to take 
place in order to prepare Maine students for the future—so that each graduates 
ready for college, career, and citizenship. And within that larger goal, there was 
a particular focus on those students heading toward college. Currently, about 25 
percent of the young people entering Maine’s community college and university 
system are taking remedial courses. How can we change the system so that our 
young people have the skills they need to succeed? We are also concerned about 
our ability to attract business investment, as we are currently at the bottom of 
the rung in baccalaureate-degree holders in both New England and the states 
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that we compete with on a regular basis. So the vision created by the select 
panel—which spent a great deal of time analyzing research, reading documents, 
and paying attention to what was happening across the country—reflects the idea 
that in order to make substantive changes, we need to think differently about 
where those resources come from. Maine is a small state, with about 200,000 
students, and for those 200,000 students we have 286 school districts. We have 
recently introduced a new state funding formula in an attempt to achieve equity 
and adequacy of funding. We’ve tracked high-performing school districts in order 
to understand what elements are crucial to a school district’s success, and to 
determine how we can replicate those elements—and the costs associated with 
them—in other districts. We currently rank eighth in the country in education 
expenditures per child; why are our costs so high? We also have concerns about 
attracting highly qualified teachers and keeping our current teachers up to the 
task, as it is clear that teachers’ responsibilities are different today than they were 
a generation ago. Much of this has to do with advances in teaching tools, and we 
want to make sure that all of our children have access to technology 24/7 at the 
point of learning to maximize their opportunities.

While all of these individual issues were addressed by the select panel, they all fall 
under the heading of improving student learning, which was the central purpose 
of the panel’s work. In attempting to categorize the changes they believe to be 
necessary for creating a system in which students will thrive, the panel divided 
their recommendations into five key areas: (1) societal attitudes; (2) quality of 
teaching and student learning; (3) time; (4) technology; and (5) governance and 
political organization.

Societal Attitudes

In order to accomplish our vision of education as the driver of our success for the 
twenty-first century, we need to change the thinking in our state about education’s 
value. It is at the heart of our economic prosperity, and without the community 
investing in education and having a common goal for all of our students, we will not 
survive. Maine has historically been a rural state, relying on our natural resources 
and manufacturing. Over the last four years, we’ve lost 17,000 manufacturing 
jobs, adding to the changing face of our economy. Technology is having a significant 
impact on the types of new businesses coming to the forefront, as is biomedical 
research. And due to the influx of retiring baby boomers we’re also the fastest-
aging state, and so demands in health care are going to increase dramatically. In 
this economically challenging climate, how do we create a shared commitment 
to preparing our students to graduate ready for college, career, and citizenship? 
How do we make structural changes, and how do we address the afford-
ability gap?
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In order for dramatic change to take place in our education system, all segments 
of society must accept responsibility for making it happen. To fulfill our goals 
in this area, the panel made five recommendations. The first was the creation 
of a public information campaign to make clear the importance of educational 
achievement. I’m pleased to note that there are currently thirteen partners in 
the state who have come together to help with these efforts, and in January 2007 
we will launch a major campaign targeted to two audiences: our middle school 
students and the general populace. The next step is to determine how to establish 
cost-effective education accounts for every child born in Maine. The governor 
made a commitment to this in his last budget, and we hope that he will move 
ahead with it in the coming session. The third recommendation is that the state 
fund the first two years of tuition at the community college level for all financially 
needy young people in the state. The fourth recommendation is the elimination of 
tracking at our high schools. The panel analyzed high school programs of study in 
terms of the tracking system and determined that there were 160 interpretations 
of what our standards mean and that not all of our young people are getting the 
same opportunities. Eradicating the tracking system and implementing a system 
in which a four-year curriculum—including English, math, science, and social 
studies—is mandated for all students is currently a major focus in the department 
of education. Last but not least, in an effort to look beyond the traditional public 
school system, the panel recommends half-day preschools for all four-year-olds, 
with the intention of building a more seamless system.

Quality of Teaching and Student Learning

Research shows that the single most effective tool for student learning is the 
classroom teacher. And so while Maine’s students have heretofore been 
fortunate to have a very effective and high-quality teaching force, this will change 
significantly as our baby boomers retire. We need to make sure that we are 
doing all we can to attract the best, the brightest, the most creative, and the 
most knowledgeable people to the teaching profession to replace the teachers 
of today. The report calls for Maine to professionalize the teaching practice as 
well as all of the contexts that surround it. One of the first things mentioned 
is the level of compensation for Maine teachers. We need to ensure that the 
level of compensation will not only attract quality teachers in Maine but also 
retain these teachers in the profession. Teaching salaries in Maine are currently 
thirty-fifth in the nation—a drop from twenty-eighth just a few short years ago. 
According to the data, the situation for beginning teachers is even more dire, 
with salaries coming in at forty-seventh in the nation. And even though we’re 
a small state, there’s great disparity from district to district around the salary 
schedule. As part of the goal to attract and keep quality teachers, the panel 
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recognizes the importance of having teacher salaries be in the comparative state 
rankings, about midpoint within five or so years. In addition, the panel recognizes 
that teachers must demonstrate responsibility for those increased salaries, and 
accept increased accountability for the results they’re getting in the classroom. 
We shouldn’t be compensating our teachers just on their levels of education or 
on the number of years they’ve been able to endure in a classroom. We need 
to consider how we can reward teacher effectiveness, how we can differentiate 
pay for high-performing teachers as measured by both the outcomes of student 
learning and the nature of responsibilities. That’s a recommendation that makes 
a lot of teachers a little bit nervous. Effectiveness in the classroom is dependent 
on a lot of things, some of which are out of the teacher’s control, and so this is an 
issue that we need to explore before putting something into permanent practice. 
To that end, we hope to have a few pilot projects up and running within the next 
three years.

Many of our schools, like many others across the nation, have difficulty filling 
teaching positions in math, science, foreign language, and special education. As it’s 
important to have a quality teacher in every classroom, the panel recommends 
creating a financial incentive program to attract candidates to these fields. Another 
avenue that might help us is the creation of a teaching corps for math, science, 
and foreign language, which could serve schools by developing curriculums and 
assessments, creating best-practice lessons, and even delivering online instruction 
throughout the state. We also need to make it a little bit easier for people who 
want to change careers and become teachers. Right now, for example, if a person 
changes from a career in biology to a career in teaching, he or she will be unable 
to collect both Social Security and Maine State Retirement at the end of his or her 
career. The panel recommends changing these rules so that people can collect 
both—as a just reward for their time.

As educators, we know that all teachers must be committed to professional 
development, because it’s important that we grow teachers who are well prepared 
to get students ready for the twenty-first century. Stemming from this basic 
premise, the panel recommends that all teachers within seven years of entering 
the profession achieve either a master’s degree or national board certification. 
And because this is a situation in which everyone wins—students, teachers, and 
districts—we hope to offer some financial incentive for teachers around that by 
having the local school administrative unit (SAU) and the state cover 75 percent 
of the cost of attaining that master’s degree or board certification.

The panel also recognizes the significant impact of leadership within the school 
system, and to that end is recommending the development of an educational 
training institute, offering teacher-leaders and administrators the opportunity to 
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work for real change on school leadership issues and general school issues facing 
schools in Maine. We’re encouraging the department of education to require 
participation in the institute as a condition of certification at least once every five 
years.

It’s clear that the recommendations around the quality of teaching and student 
learning are necessary if we’re going to prepare our children to be successful in 
the twenty-first century. Although some of them are bold and might provoke 
resistance, they will make a difference for our students, for our schools, and also 
for our teachers.

Time

We know that there’s never enough time in the school year, never enough time in 
the classroom day. The panel’s report calls for increasing time for student learning. 
Currently, Maine’s school year is one of the shortest in the world. We have 175 
student school days; there are only eight U.S. states who have so few. Countries 
like Japan, for example, have up to 220 student days in their school year. So the 
panel is calling for an increase of time—five additional days for student learning 
and five additional professional development days. And there’s been a lot of 
discussion around this because not only do we want to add time but we want our 
school day to reflect the variability of a standards-based system. Not all students 
learn in the same way and in the same amount of time, so we need to find a way 
to make time work for us—not be held captive by it.

The panel is looking at implementing differentiated teacher contracts in order to 
better respond to the varied needs of students. Some teachers may be interested 
in full-year contracts while others may not, but it’s an avenue worth exploring. 
The final recommendation in the area of time is for each career and technical 
education region to follow the same school-year calendar. The panel’s original 
recommendation pertained to every school in the state, but it received a lot of 
resistance from various stakeholders. Still, no matter where our school year falls 
and considering what we know about students’ diverse needs, we need to be 
more flexible about how we define a school day.

Technology

The next area that the panel focused on was technology and how to ensure 
increased student access and true integration. Maine has been a leader in 
technology integration. Five years ago, our former governor, Angus King, went to 
the legislature and proposed that every Maine middle school student and teacher 
have their own personalized wireless device. We were able to implement his 
vision and just recently refurbished or replaced all the laptops for our seventh 
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and eighth graders with state-of-the-art technology. The real key to making that 
happen was that it was about integrating the learning into the classroom—not 
the device or the technology but how we maximize those resources at the point 
of learning. We’ve been able to sustain and continue the middle school program, 
but the goal now is to ensure that all students in grades nine through twelve have 
those same capabilities in a wireless system.

The other part of that vision is to ensure that when students take those devices 
outside the classroom, they can access the Internet wherever they are. If you 
drive by school parking lots in Maine, you will frequently see people hooking up 
to our wireless network. Maine is extremely rural, but we have an incredible 
infrastructure collaborating with our university system in which every single 
school is connected through a T1 line. We want to expand that and upgrade the 
capabilities.

The panel also recommends ongoing training for teachers to ensure that they have 
the necessary skills to integrate technology into the classroom and keep abreast 
of the latest advances. The panel wants ongoing professional development for all 
of our teachers, K–12, and in order to do that, it’s recommending that we work 
with our colleges and universities to ensure the quality of teacher preparation 
programs. We have been in conversations about this for the last eighteen months, 
and as a result, all freshmen who entered the University of Maine this year had 
to have the same wireless devices as our middle school students as part of their 
teacher preparation.

Another recommendation of the panel is that we take a look at virtual schools and 
other alternative methods of instruction. As a rural state with 286 school districts, 
how do we maximize access to programming for all of our children using the 
technologies that are available in areas where we have a hard time hiring teachers 
and where it’s difficult to reach all of our students? The panel recognizes this 
dilemma and is encouraging us to go even further.

Governance and Political Organization

As I noted earlier, Maine has a unique structure in that it has 286 school districts. 
There are 1,800 school board members—that’s one member for every one 
hundred children in the state. You can imagine what the job of commissioner 
is like, trying to advance a policy while trying to convince 1,800 people that it’s 
a good idea. At the same time that the panel was doing its work, the Brookings 
Institution was hired by GrowSmart Maine—a nonprofit citizens group—to take 
a look at Maine’s education system as well as its economy, governmental costs, 
and patterns of development. Another group—the Maine Children’s Alliance—
released its own report on public education, “A Case for Cooperation.” And 
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so the select panel’s report came forward to say that it’s time to think about 
doing business differently in Maine. In order to move an agenda with a common 
purpose for all of our students, we need to come to the table with open minds, 
but as long as we perpetuate all of our governing structures, we’re going to have 
a hard time moving the agenda. The panel wants to make sure that there is local 
voice and local participation, so one of the recommendations was that we have 
advisory groups in each of the community areas so that there is true participation 
throughout communities regarding what’s happening within individual school 
buildings. Of our 286 districts, there are 60 that have a school board and either 
a superintendent or an agent but that don’t operate schools. In some cases, we 
have as few as three or four students in a school district; our biggest district is 
the City of Portland, with seven thousand students. The panel’s recommendation 
is that we look at a structure that would parallel the national average of three 
thousand to four thousand students per district.

Another area that the panel looked at was the underlying cost of school 
construction. The State of Maine spends millions of dollars every year in helping 
to support the replacement, renovation, and new construction of school 
buildings. That’s part of our state obligation. But when you look at how many 
students there are per school building, the costs per square foot per student 
are astronomical. One of the schools coming up for construction will hold just 
one hundred children, which means we’ll spend that money on construction and 
then eventually replicate that building three or four miles down the road. There 
needs to be a way to come together to maximize these resources. The board 
conducted a study and presented it to the panel, which agreed that we should 
be looking at creating elementary schools of about 350 students and high schools 
of about 450 students. More than half of Maine’s high schools currently have less 
than 200 students.

In a related area, the panel recommends increasing average class size, which is 
currently 12.7. In many areas of the state you’ll find 5 or 6 children per class. A 
smaller student to teacher ratio makes for an ideal setting, but there’s a significant 
cost associated with it. The panel recommends that we move closer to the 
national average of 15.6 so that we can better use our resources to help advance 
some of the more serious issues.

To fulfill our goal of maximizing growth and programming for our students, 
the panel recommends expanding current opportunities for school choice. 
Maine is one of the few remaining states that does not have charter schools. 
Superintendents currently have an agreement in which they’ll accept a student if 
there is a demonstrated need. The panel recommends that process be managed 
at the state level to provide more flexibility.
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Things are beginning to change in Maine. The select panel traveled the state for 
almost six months, talking to constituent groups and stakeholders, trying to build 
a groundswell around the idea that it’s time to do things differently in Maine. The 
good news is that at the last legislative session, we’ve raised the minimum teacher 
salary from the low twenties to $30,000. Previously in Maine, it would have taken 
thirteen years to reach a salary of $30,000. This is the first time the minimum 
salary’s been raised since 1985, and it passed by only one vote, but it’s this type of 
change the panel’s helping us to demand. When making its recommendations, the 
panel was careful to also look at the costs associated with these ideas and how we 
can use existing resources to advance the agenda so that we don’t end up saying we 
can’t afford it. The total cost of education in Maine is currently $1.8 billion, so we 
are struggling with some of this, but we have some options at our disposal—such 
as, we can look at consolidating our school districts. In the areas of business and 
transportation, we have some wonderful examples in the state of people coming 
together to collaborate on efficiencies. Why do we need to have 286 duplicative 
services across our state? If we brought those functions together, we could save 
an estimated $82 million. Under the banner of school construction, if we could 
bring larger numbers of youngsters together in more reasonable size schools, 
we would save $52 million in square-footage costs. It’s time for us to think about 
flexibility, about schooling in a different fashion, and I’m hoping that the panel’s 
recommendations will spur us on, so we’re not just looking at traditional grade 
spans but looking at how we can better allow children to grow and move through 
the standards as they’re ready. We have a vision and a goal for all of our four-year-
olds in the state of Maine, and that, we believe, can be achieved for about $195 
million. Increasing school time—adding the ten days to our calendars—will cost 
about $288 million. Increasing teacher salaries in order to put us twenty-fifth in 
the country will run us about $108 million. Providing financial aid for two years 
at the community college level for all of our needy families and students will cost 
about $15 million. Funding laptops for all high school students will cost about 
$97 million. The initial recommendation for funding the seed account was for 
a $200 contribution to be put into a savings account for all children born in the 
state of Maine, which amounts to about $745 million. This leaves us a balance of 
a little over $100 million to be reinvested in education so that we can achieve 
our goals. The panel’s recommendations were adopted by the state board in 
September, coinciding with the Brookings Institution report as well as “The Case 
for Cooperation,” which both had comparable recommendations. It’s clear that 
it is time for Maine to address some of the key components brought out by the 
panel, which are critical to succeeding in the twenty-first century.
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