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Introduction 
 
     The People’s Forum of Penobscot is a non-partisan, non-political group of citizens, 18 or older, who 
conduct unbiased, fact-based analyses of issues facing our town when requested by town officials. The 
Penobscot Selectmen asked the People’s Forum to look at the following issue: 
 
Issue: School sustainment with low student enrollment along with high per-pupil costs at the Penobscot 
Community School. 
 
     In response to this request, the Forum formed a problem-solving team and planned a two-phase 
effort to address the issue: 
 
Phase 1.  Goal: Define the key elements and factors of the school sustainment issue, inform the 
community on the results, and initiate feedback and dialogue that will continue through Phase 2. 
 
Phase 2.  Goal: Identify and evaluate options to lower per-pupil costs while maintaining the quality of 
education, and present results to the community for contingency planning and decision. 
 
     This report presents the results of Phase 1 of the effort. As part of the information gathering process, 
team members met with the Penobscot Community School principal, teachers, School Committee, and 
Superintendent, and gathered viewpoints from the Parent-Teacher-Friends committee. The team also 
gathered historical information on school enrollment, costs and resources. Results are presented in 
three sections: 
 

1. Educational Factors. 
2. Cost and Resource Factors.  
3. School and Community Views. 

 
 

Summary 
 
Enrollment at Penobscot Community School decreased from near-maximum in 1990 to less than half the 
building’s capacity in 2005, though it has fluctuated by only a small number from year to year for the 
past decade. The town’s population is aging, as it is across Maine, so there are fewer school-age 
residents than there were 20 to 30 years ago. The shortage of affordable housing and employment 
opportunities means few new residents with children. Other options for children of elementary school 
age are based on philosophy of education rather than on rejection of Penobscot Community School.  
 
School costs per pupil are not as high as some of the other towns in School Union 93. The total school 
budget has increased consistent with inflation over the past 15 years, while the state subsidy for 
education has decreased from about 59% to 2% of Penobscot’s total school budget. Local property taxes 
have increased by three times the rate of inflation between 1990 and present to make up for the 
decrease in state support and rising school costs. The amount of unpaid property tax is higher than the 
entire state subsidy. 
 
Students at Penobscot Community School are performing at a high level on state assessment tests. 
Residents of the town are generally in favor of maintaining a high quality of education and a school 
building in good repair but are concerned about high property taxes.  
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Section 1. Educational Factors. 
 
1.1 School population. Penobscot Community School currently serves students in pre-kindergarten 
through 8th grade. School enrollment, which was over 150 in the early 1990’s, dropped to under 100 by 
2000, and fell further to 67 in 2005, but has remained just under or just above 70 for the past decade as 
indicated in Figure 1. School staff anticipates the pre-K-8 school population remaining in this same range 
in the next school year. A pre-kindergarten program was initiated in the 2012-2013 school year and 
continues now in its fifth year. The additional numbers of students have prevented a further drop in 
enrollment, as no significant change in total school enrollment numbers has been seen. 
 
     There are currently 15 students of elementary school age who are Penobscot residents but are not 
attending Penobscot Community School: 5 attend the Bay School in Blue Hill (a private school following 
the Waldorf philosophy); 4 attend Blue Hill Consolidated School, and 6 are home-schooled. According to 
Mr. Cole and the teachers, these choices have been “a better fit” for the students involved. Students 
who transfer to another school within School Union #93 may do so without paying tuition as long as 
they have a Superintendents’ Agreement. 
 

 
Figure 1. The student enrollment of K-8 in the Penobscot Community School is shown for years 1990 through 2016. 

 
     There are currently 5 students at Penobscot Community School who are not residents of Penobscot: 
two are from Brooksville, having transferred with the Superintendent’s Agreement, and three are 
children of Penobscot Community School teachers who live in nearby towns but chose to enroll their 
children at Penobscot Community School.  
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1.2 Building and grounds. The Penobscot Community School building was built in 1953 and expanded in 
1963 and in 1984. The building has a maximum capacity of 160 students. In addition to a gymnasium 
with stage, a kitchen, two sets of student restrooms, two individual restrooms, and a front office with 
work space and two small offices within, there are 7 larger classrooms, 4 smaller classrooms, and 3 
narrow rooms used by the technology coordinator, custodian, and teachers, respectively. The larger 
classrooms are currently used by grades 1-2, grades 3-4, grades 5-6, grades 7-8, grades K and pre-K, for 
Art (two days a week) and Health (one day a week), and for the school library with grade 4 Reading. The 
smaller classrooms are currently used for individual instruction and grade 2 Reading and Math groups, 
grades 5-8 Math groups, Special Education, and Music. Two classrooms have a divider between them 
and could be reconfigured into one larger space. The grades 5-6 classroom has a dedicated science lab 
section used by all grades 5-8 students. The room used for Music is at the basement level and is not 
handicapped-accessible, but there are currently no students who need handicapped accessibility, and 
the principal states that rooms would be changed around in the case of any future handicapped 
students attending Penobscot Community School. 
 
     The building was most recently inspected in 2016. There are lists of recommendations at five priority 
levels, which will likely keep the Repair and Maintenance budget line at a higher level for several years. 
 
     The school property (approximately 5.5 acres) includes a soccer field and ball field, playground with 
equipment, gardens, greenhouse, basketball court, and parking lot. Use of the school property outside 
of school hours includes Town Meeting; voting (also during school hours); student activities such as Pee-
Wee basketball, Cub Scouts, cheerleading, sewing club, and birthday parties; and adult activities such as 
public hearings on aquaculture applications, political party caucuses, men’s basketball, pickleball, and 
benefit suppers.     The school’s practice is to provide school facilities free of charge for non-profit use. 
The cost of building maintenance would likely vary little with either an increase or decrease of students. 
There may be some increase in maintenance hours with a greatly increased student population. 
According to Mr. Cole, the property is well-maintained. 
 
1.3 Staff. Staff at Penobscot Community School includes a teaching principal (half-time principal, half-
time teacher), a secretary who is full-time during the school year and part-time during the summer, a 
half-time librarian who also teaches Reading, 5 classroom teachers, a special education teacher (5 
days/week),  a physical education (2 days/week) and health (1 day/week) teacher, a music teacher (2 ½ 
days/week), art teacher (2 days/week), technology coordinator (2 days/week), guidance counselor (1 
day/week), nurse (1 day/week), one full-time and one part-time (3 days/week) education technician, a 
speech pathologist (contracted as needed 1 day/week), two custodians (1 full-time and 1 part-time), 
two bus drivers (1 full-time and 1 half-time), and a full-time cook. There is no foreign language 
instructor, due to the problem of selecting which language to teach the students and to the lack of 
applicants for the position. Two of the teachers are residents of Penobscot. 
 
     Several volunteers from the community assist in the classrooms, mostly K-4, with reading support and 
as mentors. There is a Volunteer Coordinator from the community who recruits and organizes the 
volunteers. 
 
1.4 Instruction. Instruction is not assessed for letter grades (A-B-C-D-F) but for proficiency. Instructional 
grouping is by grade level except for grade 5-8 math, which is grouped by proficiency level. 
     There are 66 students at Penobscot Community School: 4 in Pre-Kindergarten, 3 in Kindergarten, 9 in 
grade 1, 7 in grade 2, 6 in grade 3, 12 in grade 4, 7 in grade 5, 8 in grade 6, 6 in grade 7, and 4 in grade 8. 
Teachers say they could easily accommodate 20 to 25 more students distributed among all the grades. 
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     The school staff participates in a program to help students struggling with reading, writing, and math 
skills (Response To Intervention, or RTI), and all staff members use a behavior program (Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and Supports, or PBIS) brought in by Mr. Cole about 6 years ago. 
 
     Each student in grades 7 and 8 has been provided with a state-issued laptop computer, which may be 
taken home. Students in grades 5 and 6 have “Chromebooks” which send content to “the Cloud” so that 
teachers have access. Students in grades 3 and 4 have now been provided with “Chromebooks” also, 
due to the necessity of being familiar with laptops for use during testing. Students in grades 1 and 2 
share 6 computer tablets and some older laptop computers. 
 
     Communication to the public about the accomplishments of the students is through school 
newsletters (sent home in students’ envelopes, mailed or emailed to 110 extended family members by 
request), through newspapers and TV when a staff member contacts them, and by the sign in front of 
the building. 
 
1.5 Quality. In the 2016 Maine Educational Assessment, Penobscot Community School students in 
grades 3-8 placed in the top 5% in Reading and the top 18% in Math throughout the State as indicated in 
Figure 2. The percentage of Penobscot students qualifying for Free or Reduced Lunch, due to family 
income level, was 50% in the 2015-16 school year, which was higher than the state average of 45.6% 
and among the highest on the Blue Hill peninsula. Although a past state study showed that there is a 
correlation between high percentage of Free or Reduced Lunch and lower school scores on the state 
assessment, Penobscot Community School scores were among the highest in schools on the Blue Hill 
peninsula.  
 

 
Figure 2. Percentage of area schools’ student scores meeting or exceeding requirements on MEA test. 
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1.6 Factors contributing to low enrollment. Population in the town has increased and school enrollment 

has decreased, indicating a shift in the age of the town’s population. Penobscot’s population went from 

1131 to 1344 to 1263 in the US Census for years 1990, 2000, and 2010, respectively. The increase in 

population from 1990 to 2010 was 11.7%, while the school enrollment change over the same years was 

a drop of more than 50%. US Census figures for Hancock County show that the number of county 

residents under 18 decreased from 22.3% of the population in 2000 to 18.3% in 2010 and further 

decreased to an estimated 17.5% in 2015.  

     The school staff cites the most common factors for families moving away from Penobscot and taking 
their children out of Penobscot Community School as being lack of affordable housing in Penobscot and 
lack of local employment for the parents. Lack of nearby after-school day care was also cited as a 
concern. Staff recalls only two students who were transferred elsewhere because of another school 
having more to offer. In a few cases students have transferred to Blue Hill Consolidated School because 
of a parent’s employment in that town. 

     Real estate agents from the four agencies based on the peninsula agreed that there are very limited 
options for home purchase in Penobscot or elsewhere on the peninsula in an affordable price range for 
young families.  

     Home-schooling parents interviewed say that their decision is based on their views of the value of the 
home-schooling philosophy in the earlier school years. School staff and principal report that home-
schooling families generally are consistent with this practice through the children’s younger years, with 
most of these children entering the Bay School for grades 7 and 8.  
 

Section 2. Costs and Resources. 
 
2.1 Summary of school budget for 2017-2018. A summary of the Penobscot school budget (K-8 and high 
school) is shown in Table 1. These budget figures were presented and approved at the Penobscot Town 
Meeting in March 2017. The major portion of the budget (54%) is for regular instruction with student 
transportation, special education, and operation and maintenance together totaling 28%. 
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Budget Elements Budget Costs, $ 
% of Budget 
Total 

   

System Administration Services 
                   
92,211  5 

   

Student Transportation Services 
                 
129,039  7 

   

Regular Instruction-Total 
               
1,000,122  54 

     Elementary Instructional 
Services 

                 
630,472  

 

     Regular Secondary Program 
                 
368,500  

 

     Gifted and Talented 
                     
1,150  

 

   

Student and Staff Support - Total 
                   
53,402  3 

     Guidance Services 
                   
11,141  

 

     Library Services 
                     
6,174  

 

     Student Health Services 
                   
13,124  

 

     Instructional Staff Training 
                     
1,583  

 

     Curriculum Development 
                     
1,400  

 

     Technology Services 
                   
19,980  

 

   

Office of the Principal Service 
                   
97,711  5 

   

Operations and Maintenance 
                 
192,033  10 

   

Special Education Program 
                 
197,775  11 

   

Other Instruction 
                   
11,090  1 

   

Food Service Operations 
                   
63,822  3 

   

Total Budget 
               
1,837,205  100 

    
Table 1. Summary of Penobscot school budget for 2017 – 2018. The numbers are taken from the 2017-2018 
detailed school budget provided by the Superintendent’s Office. 
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2.2 Trends in school budget. Budget trends from 1990 to present are shown in Figure 3. The first series 
of bars show the total school budget for the years indicated. The second set of bars show what the 
school budget would have been had it increased at the rate of inflation since 1990. Comparing the two 
sets of bars, you can see that the total school budget for Penobscot has increased at the same rate as 
inflation and has not gone up faster than inflation. 
  
     The portions of the total budget corresponding to K-8 and high school are shown with third and 
fourth bars. One thing to note is that as the K-8 enrollment dropped by over 50% between 1990 and 
today. Comparable reductions in the K-8 budget did not occur, primarily because of the continuing fixed 
costs and the desire to maintain the quality of education.  
 

 
Figure 3. The total school budget for Penobscot is shown over the past 26 school years. The projected budget takes 
the 1989-1990 total budget and increases it based on inflation using the government’s Consumer Price Index (CPI). 
The total budget is divided between K-8 and high school costs. The numbers are taken from the detailed school 
budgets provided by the superintendent’s office. 
 

2.3 Trends in Penobscot school funding.  The school funding sources between 1990 and 2016 are shown 

in Figure 4. The first set of bars show total school funding for the indicated years. As mentioned before, 

the total school funding went up at essentially the same rate as overall inflation during this time frame. 

The second set of bars shows state and federal funding for Penobscot education, and the third set of 

bars show local funding for Penobscot education. In 1990 the state and federal funding was greater than 

the level of local funding and amounted to 59% of total school budget.  However, since 1990 state and 

federal funds for education dropped dramatically, and in 2016 it amounted to 2% of the total school  

 $-  

 $200,000  

 $400,000  

 $600,000  

 $800,000  

 $1,000,000  

 $1,200,000  

 $1,400,000  

 $1,600,000  

 $1,800,000  

 $2,000,000  

1989-1990 1994-1995 1999-2000 2004-2005 2009-2010 2015-2016 

C
o

s
ts

 

School Year 

Penobscot School Budget for K-8 and High School 

 Total Budget  
 CPI Projected Total Budget  
 K-8 Budget  
 HS Budget  



 
 

9 
 

budget. Local funding has had to increase to resource the school budget and in fact, rose three times the 

rate of inflation between 1990 and present as indicated by comparing the third and fourth set of bars in 

Figure 4.   

 

 
Figure 4. Funding sources that fulfilled the school budgets are shown over the past 26 school years. The split of the 
total funds between state and federal, and local sources are also shown. The white bar projects the level of local 
funding based on inflation using the government’s Consumer Price Index (CPI). The numbers are taken from the 
detailed school budgets provided by the superintendent’s office. 

 
2.4 Trends in Penobscot real estate taxes. Trends in Penobscot real estate taxes are shown in Figure 5.  
As a result of increases in local school funding shown in Figure 4, the real estate taxes paid in Penobscot 
have likewise risen three times as fast as inflation. This large increase, due primarily to the cut-back in 
state and federal funding, places a strain on many town citizens, particularly those on fixed income. 
 
     Penobscot selectmen have expressed concern about the amount of unpaid taxes at the end of the 
year. The level of unpaid real estate taxes as of December 31 is shown as the third set of bars and can be 
seen to be increasing each year. The proportion of unpaid taxes to taxes paid has remained around 
10%., though approximately three-quarters of the unpaid taxes from one year are paid during the 
following year.  
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Figure 5. The Penobscot real estate taxes paid are shown over the past 25 years. The white bar projects the 
projected level of real estate tax based on inflation using the government’s Consumer Price Index (CPI). Also shown 
are the unpaid real estate taxes as of December 31 of each year. The numbers are taken from the Penobscot Town 
Reports for the indicated years. 

 
2.5 Cost per student in K-8. In 1990 the cost per Penobscot student in K-8 was $4,391, whereas, it was 
$18,602 in 2016 based on the detailed school budgets for those years.  As Allen Cole stated in his 2016 
Principal’s report, “Education in rural Maine schools is expensive. . . Educating a child in Penobscot costs 
more than the state average, although it’s generally lower than schools of comparable size in this area.” 
Per pupil costs are compared to other schools in Figure 6 and support Mr. Cole’s observation. 

 
 
Figure 6. Comparison of per pupil expenditures using school operating costs only. Source: Maine Department of 
Education. 
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2.6 Factors contributing to high per-pupil cost.  As school costs rise and student enrollment decreases, 
the cost per student increases. Many if not most of the expenses for Penobscot Community School are 
associated with the school building and the staff, and are fixed expenses whether classrooms have a 
maximum or minimum number of students.  
 
     In the past, the state subsidy for education has paid for a significant portion of Penobscot’s school 
costs. However, the state subsidy is based on a complex and unpredictable formula and varies from year 
to year. Penobscot’s state subsidies are smaller than comparable sized towns in other parts of the state. 
All the towns in School Union 93 are “minimum receivers”, which means they qualify for a smaller 
portion of the state funds, because of the higher land valuation relative to other areas in the state. 
Residents’ income levels are not taken into account.  Of the five towns in School Union 93, Penobscot 
has received the highest subsidies. An increase in the student population would add to the state 
subsidy, but the total subsidy would still be a relatively small percentage of the total cost of operating 
the school.  
 
 

Section 3. School and Community Views. 
 
3.1 Prior citizen assessment of school costs. A group of concerned residents met several times during 
2011 and 2012 to look at the high cost of education problem. The impression of this group along with 
parents participating in discussions was that sending Penobscot’s K-8 students to another school (or 
schools) would result in Penobscot having no say in what goes on there, and no savings because of the 
expenses of busing and the cost of maintaining the existing school building. They did not gather financial 
details; this was a consensus opinion.  
 
     After looking at ways to reduce the school budget, this group concluded that it was a bare-bones 
budget and nothing could significantly reduce expenditures except in reducing the quality of education, 
which they were not willing to do. Instead, they looked at other systems and programming in order to 
attract more students, from home-schooling or by drawing families to move from other towns. They 
considered becoming a charter school or a magnet school, but decided that the town could not afford 
these extra costs. The idea of adding a pre-Kindergarten class was agreed upon as having the potential 
to add to the student population without adding a large amount of extra expenses, and as having the 
possibility of keeping the students attending the school in following years. The group made this 
recommendation to the selectmen, and it was approved.  
 
3.2 Views on school costs. The Penobscot School Committee members report that there is very little in 
the budget that can be controlled by the town. A past attempt to cut costs by delaying maintenance on 
the school building was met by strong opposition from residents, who value the building and are aware 
that postponing repairs and maintenance may lead to higher costs. The School Committee also affirms 
the importance of keeping the building in good condition in order to maintain accreditation.   
 
     School Committee members feel that cost-per-pupil figures are misleading, as there are fixed safety 
and infrastructure costs, and special needs expenses that must be met to serve a few students, which 
would lead to lower cost-per-pupil expenses if there were more students in the school, even if one or 
two additional teachers were hired. School Committee members feel that with more promotion of the 
quality of education at Penobscot Community School, more families might be attracted to move to 
Penobscot.  
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     School Union 93 superintendent Mark Hurvitt notes that it is well known that Penobscot has a small 
and economical town government budget and this makes the school budget look larger, as it is a higher 
percentage of the overall town budget than in other area towns.  
 
3.3 School climate. Principal Allen Cole reports that the climate at the school has improved during his 
13-year tenure. In earlier years, there was an adversarial relationship between the School Committee 
and the school staff, mainly over financial issues, and now there are different people in both those roles 
and trust has developed. The climate benefits from lower staff turnover, with current staff showing a 
dedication to being at Penobscot Community School rather than seeing the job as a temporary stop on 
the way to something else.  
 
     Teachers report the collaborative spirit of the staff and the responsive and responsible volunteers as 
being the strengths of the school. They see this as a unique school where the small population allows for 
both a bonding of the students with each other and more opportunities to have hands-on experiences in 
the community, working with the Shellfish Committee and other local groups and learning to be 
stewards of the community and of the natural resources in the area. They also cited as strength the 
staff’s commitment to the RTI (Response to Intervention) program to help students struggling with 
reading, writing, and math skills. The staff members know each child and can respond to individual 
needs. New approaches or ideas are considered by the staff as a group and may be adapted, accepted, 
or rejected as not being a good fit for Penobscot Community School. 
 
     Mr. Cole sees more stress coming from the societal climate now, with political views being more 
extreme in both directions, more expectations of school staff in general, and more than half the 
students living without both parents and arriving at school under more stress. In spite of these factors, 
both Principal and teaching staff report that students are well-behaved and are benefitting from 
consistent expectations from all staff. 
 
     Changes in the past that have detracted from the school’s effectiveness are reported to be periods of 
high staff turnover and an earlier Committee policy of class configuration strictly following class size, 
which led to changes in classroom grouping twice in one year, (from single-grade to double-grade and 
back again). A commitment to staying with a multi-grade approach has improved that earlier situation. 
 
3.4 Community views. A survey of the Parent-Teacher-Friends organization conducted in 2017 revealed 

strong support for the school. One hundred percent of the respondents were very satisfied with 

Penobscot Community School. Eighty percent felt that the quality of education was high, while twenty 

percent felt it was average. All respondents felt that the cost of the education their child was receiving 

was reasonable.  

     In informal observations, several residents have mentioned a misperception among some in the area 
that education at Penobscot Community School is of a lesser quality. One real estate agent familiar with 
the area stated that some families have avoided considering a home purchase in Penobscot because of 
this general misperception. At least two of these families changed their minds when presented with a 
report on high test scores at Penobscot Community School. School staff have referred to past problems 
at the school that have been corrected over the years. Mr. Cole cited a few instances over the years 
when a parent in conflict with the school has stated that they would withdraw their child, but in each 
case the conflict or discontent was resolved and the student remained at the school. 
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     Regarding their impression of community sentiment towards the school, School Committee members 

say that they hear a few voices from both ends of a spectrum but do not see anyone following up their 

complaints with a discussion with the Committee, and hear little in Town Meeting from the core group 

who strongly supports the school. There are families who have attended Penobscot Community School 

for five generations, and some residents feel that if the school were to be closed down, the sense of 

community would be lost. There is an aging population and many taxpayers live on fixed income; the 

School Committee senses that the community does not want to lose the school but does not like the 

cost. There have been notably fewer complaints from community members to the School Committee 

since Allen Cole was hired as principal. The School Committee notes more efficient management, with 

better student test scores and budget requests consistent with keeping students caught up with 

technological advances.  

 
 
 
 


