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Quality Schools and Supportive Communities Give Maine Students Educational Edge

» Legislative approval of the Maine Learning Results earlier this year is an
important step in enhancing the quality of education and support services for all
students. The higher expectations and accountability implicit in these guidelines,
which will be further defined and implemented at the local level, strengthen the
foundation and provide a framework for enriching the learning and teaching
opportunities in Maine schools.

Test scores and national rankings, special services and new technology are highly visible
and valuable indicators of performance, but the most important and often overlooked
factors in quality education are the caring and commitment that are manifested da y by
day, year after year in classrooms and communities throughout Maine.

Let's take a closer look. Total funding for education in Maine increased 83 percent -
approximately $495 million - from 1986-1994. A new study from the Center for
Research and Evaluation at the College of Education shows that the greatest percentage
incre ase during this eight-year period came from local option money raised by
communities over and beyond what is required or reimbursed in any way. State subsidy
to education increased 69 percent and local required funding 65 percent. But local option
funding jumped 231 percent, from $57.8 million to $191.2 million, as communities large
and small voted to help fill the gap in state educational funds and provide higher quality
and greater equity for their schools and children.

Over and over, Maine people have voted to spend their own money to initiate, maintain
and improve educational opportunities and services in their communities. Maine ranks
35th nationally in per-capita personal income, according to 1994 U.S. Department of
Commerce reports, but it climbs to 15th in expenditures per pupil. Their contribution
clearly has paid off in terms of test scores and rankings. The willingness of Maine people
to invest in the future by providing the best education possible for their chi ldren should
be acknowledged and appreciated.

Meeting the educational needs of every child in a complex and changing society is an
endless challenge, but Maine is succeeding and leading. Sixty percent of the teachers in
Maine schools are graduates of University of Maine System programs. These highly
prepared, professional educators are working diligently, often spending their own money
to ensure that every child in their class has the opportunity and materials to gain the
strong academic foundation and critical thinking skills that will enable them t o become
innovative, lifelong learners and responsible, contributing citizens.

Contrary to what is often reported, good teachers and supportive communities are
making a crucial difference in the lives of Maine children. It's a working investment with

invaluable dividends, but also one that needs, deserves and must have the continu ing
support of all of us if Maine is to retain its leadership status.

This piece appeared in the Bangor Daily News as an op-ed on June 10, 1996.

Contact: Kay Hyatt, (207) 581-2761
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