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LePage proposes school choice as part of his K-12 legislative agenda

Gov. Paul LePage this morning released a summary of four education bills that make up his education agenda, including a school choice proposal allowing school districts and the private academies to open up enrollment to students from other districts and language that removes the prohibition against using public tuition dollars for private religious schools.
In a joint appearance with Education Commissioner Stephen Bowen at the Somerset Career and Technical Center in Skowhegan, Gov. LePage said his agenda “puts the student first.”

Commissioner Bowen described the four bills for the media and attending school administrators. (The full text of the DOE’s explanation of the proposals can be found on the front page of msmaweb.com  under the link  “DOE overview”.)

The actual language of the legislation is expected sometime next week. The bills include:

· An Act to Expand School Choice Options for Maine Families. This bill establishes an open enrollment program where existing school districts and the private academies can decide to open up their enrollment for a specific number of students based on their available seats.

A student in any district can apply to one of the choice schools and is included in that school’s student count in the second year for funding purposes. In the case of open enrollment in one of the academies, the student remains in the sending district’s count and the district pays tuition to the private school.

· An Act to Remove Inequity in the Funding of Certain Schools. This bill removes language in current statute that prohibits public tuition dollars from going to private religious schools that would otherwise be approved for the receipt of tuition except for their religious affiliation. 
Commissioner Bowen said there are probably only a handful of religious schools that meet the criteria in law, which are the same criteria used to approve the private academies for tuition purposes. He said the statutory prohibition on private religious schools was put into law in 1981, adding it discriminates against families that believe their children are best served by a religious school.
· An Act to Ensure Effective Teaching and School Leadership. This bill would require school districts to adopt and implement teacher and principal evaluation systems that meet criteria established by the Department of Education. That criteria would include student achievement data. The law also could put a teacher back on probation if he or she has demonstrated two consecutive years of ineffectiveness, as defined by the law and DOE rules. The evaluation system would have to be fully implemented in districts by the 2015-16 school year.
The bill also would require the state Board of Education to develop an alternative educator certification process for those who have not completed an approved educator preparation program, but have the expertise in a given field to teach if mentored on the methods. Commissioner Bowen said this is aimed at mid-career professionals who want to switch to teaching, but don’t want to “jump through the hoops” the current certification law requires.

· An Act to Enhance Career and Technical Education. This bill requires school districts that share a common Career and Technical center to develop a common school calendar with no more than 5 dissimilar days. Current law requires no more than 9 dissimilar days. It also works to ensure that academic credits earned at the Career and Technical center are recognized by the home high school, and to make it possible for Career and Technical school students to earn college credit for certain courses vetted by the Community College System.
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