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Author Takes the Long View on Public Education in Maine

BY JACQUELINE WEAVER

LAMOINE Gordon
Donaldson believes in the
long view, particularly when it

comes to education.

than legislation, task force
reports and high-minded rhet-
oric to alter conditions so that
more children are educated ‘to
a }ngher standard’ than in the

So, when he decided to write past,” he said.

about education in Maine, he
looked at 100 years — from the
turn of the 20th century until
2000,

The result, “From School-
house to Sch System:
Maine Public Education in

selec-

spread, varying size and the fact
that the communities represent
three types of tra;ecto:fﬁ in
terms of growth or loss of pop-
ulation and economic vitality.

“M}r book allows us to see
trends in enrollment, in staff-
mg,msthoo]mdosurcsmdmn—
struction in :Eem:lm
and revenue,” he “It's very
valuable to see how these trends
interact)”

Donaldson is a professor,
emeritus of education at the
University of Maine whose
40-year career spans teaching h
seventh- and as
principal of a high school.

were many more
schools at the turn of the 19th
century than now. The build-
mﬁlm less important than
went on inside, Donald-

son said.

Most  were  one-room
schoolhouses.  Some  were
mobile. The rural schools of
Limestone in the late teens and
19205 were moved from place
o place on runners.

But with time came man-
dates, ility and intru-
sion by the state and federal
governments. It is questionable,
Donaldson said, whether the
directives have improved gdu-
-ation.

“It has always required more

“Despite prolonged efforts
to fabricate apscr?moling system,
education itself continued to
be shaped by the environments
within each Maine schoolhouse
and its surrounding commu-
niy? s

Donaldson said a positive
— change over the century was
that while only 5 percent of
the population graduated from
high school in 1900, the gradu-
ation rate today is more than 90
percent.

Another improvement is
that teaching is more rigor-
ous and specialized, he said,
although teacher pay and prep-
aration continue to be under-
funded.

On the down side, said
Donaldson, is consolidation of
schools into larger districts.

This, he said, has forced
some students into longer bus
lldﬁ a.m:l r schools.

more parents are
ools and
m‘:gmdmg, Donaldson

Dumldson was a PIEKI
in a decision last year -
worth, Hancock and Lamoine
voters to withdraw from
Rl!gional School Unit 24 (RSU

Th: states forced consoli-
dation of schools “was a case
of 1920s-style thinking being
applied to the 21st century
world," Donaldson said.

He also said the trend of

teachers in larger
Wnﬁaa:lmls rtbepurpmeufa;rgo-
fessional improvement was
outdated by 1980.

By that time, professional
knowledge and development
were readily available, and
sending students to |
schools held no value.hes;gﬂ

“So the 2007 consolidation
law made next to zero semse
educationally,” Donaldson said.
“l suspect it helped in some
places, but damaged schooling
and public support for school-
ing in many others.”

Asked  whether
shows whether the current test-
ing frenzy will likely continue,
he said testing for testing’s sake
is likely to disappear, but -
ering good data to help children
will continue if it's affordable
and doesn't overly intrude into
teaching time.

Internet-based educational
opportunities are well suited to
rural Maine, he said, yet at the
same time Maine schools would
do well to “recapture a valuable
role they once played: the role of
partner to parents and families”

The book was published
by Maine Authors Publish-
ing in Rockland and may
be purchased by emailing

schoolhouse@maine.edu.
The cost is $20.95, minus
shipping charge and tax.
Proceeds from the book will
be used to establish a scholar-
ship fund to support graduate
study in education.



