Bowen outlines agenda
Commissioner of Education Stephen Bowen met with the MSBA Board of Directors in February and said there needs to be a comprehensive plan and vision for public education in Maine.
“We need a plan. We need some vision here,” Bowen said.  “We need to craft a document over the next year or so and say, here’s the local School Board’s role, the State Board role, the department’s role.”
He said he wants to make the Department of Education more useful to people, and acknowledged it currently has a capacity problem. 

“The department’s got too many balls in the air,” he said.

Bowen handed out a list of Gov. Paul LePage’s education agenda, which includes support for:

· Charter schools

· Expanding existing school choice options to all Maine students

· Expanding access to online learning opportunities

· Expanding access to college-level coursework for students still in high school

· Enhancement and expansion of vocational education opportunities

· Allowing all schools and district in Maine to have more flexibility to innovate

Bowen was asked why there is a need for charter schools in Maine and whether the same results could be achieved if existing public school were given more flexibility to innovate.

He said Gov. LePage is interested in giving schools that flexibility along with charters.
“We want to move on a parallel track to give our districts the opportunity to innovate,” Bowen said.

He also was asked how the charters would be funded given that public school funding is dwindling.

Bowen said the funding would follow the child from the public school to the charter, and the Essential Programs and Service funding model could be used to calculate a funding amount that is tied to a specific student. The funding that would leave the school district would be both state aid and local property tax dollars.

He added that charters would end up educating only a small percentage of students. 

“The vast majority of students are going to be educated in the schools we have now, and we’ve got to make them better,” Bowen said.

