Shared services work for two Michigan districts 

Glen Lake and Suttons Bay share superintendent and enjoy student success

What two school districts did to address declining enrollment and financial difficulties led to a unique partnership that is impacting student achievement. The story of Glen Lake Community Schools and Suttons Bay Public Schools illustrates how creative outlooks and collaborative minds can work together to turn challenges into triumphs.

The story begins with the four superintendents of Leelanau County initiating several conversations regarding the concern of declining student enrollment and its impact on school funding. The projections for the future continued to show a decline in student enrollment due to affordable housing issues and economic factors that influence job opportunities. In February, all four superintendents went to Lansing and met with Dr. Jeremy Hughes and Elaine Madigan of the Michigan Department of Education to explore funding formulas associated with a collaborative agreement between the four districts.

The resignation of Glen Lake Superintendent Dr. John Scholten provided the perfect opportunity to explore collaborative options. One option was a collaborative relationship at the superintendent level with another district in Leelanau County. Beyond just the cost savings, there was also the idea to increase collaborative agreements and services to become more efficient, visionary and responsive to student achievement.

Both boards had several open forums with their communities that included a joint meeting to address members from both communities. Based on input from the community and the development of a cooperative agreement, the boards voted to approve a resolution to support a cooperative agreement of a shared superintendent between Glen Lake Community Schools and Suttons Bay Public Schools. The obstacles faced from the community were more emotional. Community members were very concerned about keeping the identity of the school and keeping their leader.

“The community was very vocal about their concerns,” said Joan Hawley, Glen Lake board president. “Overall the feedback was positive, but many community members had concerns about losing their community identity.”

Glen Lake and Suttons Bay Superintendent Tom Harwood explained that in small school districts, the community and the history of the community could revolve around the school and the success of the school. When compromises are made to a traditional approach of providing programs and services, there does exist the concern that the local small school district may lose or unravel the strong community fiber that makes up a school system. 

“At Suttons Bay these meetings were very well attended and the community gave open and frank comments. We had both positive and negative opinions expressed, but the majority was in favor of looking at this further,” said Suttons Bay Board President Dr. Steven Hall.

Several members of the community were concerned about the continuous evaluation and improvement process throughout the year. The boards responded by creating a provisional committee that includes two board members from each school, a parent, teacher, business/finance director and the superintendent to address concerns regarding ongoing evaluation and offer recommendations. The committee discusses issues such as: how do we determine success?; how do we address crisis situations?; how do we insure that students, staff and the community are getting the services they need in a timely fashion?; and is this a doable and manageable alternative for the superintendent?  Both districts felt that with the strong administrative leadership that currently exists in both districts that the opportunity for success was possible. 

Based on recommendations from the committee, both the Glen Lake and Suttons Bay Boards of unanimously approved the collaborative agreement to equally share a superintendent. The agreement is for a one-year interim period. As part of the agreement, the provisional/collaborative committee will continue to meet on a monthly basis. 

Both boards have spent considerable amounts of time goal-setting. The short-term goals of the agreement include: improve instructional practices; increase collaborative arrangements between the two school districts; facilitation of joint efforts; more efficient central office practices that can provide more funding sources to the classroom and to the students; and to maintain the separate identities of each of the two communities by sharing resources when available while maintaining a sense of a small community school atmosphere. The shared long-term goal is to be proactive in response to a declining student enrollment, changes in economic trends, and the need to address a diverse student population with individualized instructional needs.  

In the future, both districts would like to hire a curriculum coordinator that would serve both districts. At this time, the superintendent, with assistance from the building principals, serves as the curriculum director for the district.  

The greatest challenge both boards experienced was that the venture was new and unchartered. To attempt to effectively answer questions about procedures that have not, and could not, be specifically planned for or developed was a problem for the boards because there isn’t a firm model or guide to use in this approach. 

According to Harwood, if other districts are interested in this arrangement, they really need to review their administrative staff, their shared vision as a board, their ability to be collaborative and communicative, and a clear sense of the urgency of the need to consider this approach.  The first place to start is with the administrative team in dialogue with the board.

“The collaborative move had a greater impact on student achievement than originally thought. There are more curriculum offerings, more services to teachers such as shared learning communities, enhanced technology and more opportunities for administrators to network. The money saved is money that can but put back into the classroom and for other educational leadership services, training and professional development,” said Hawley.

Suttons Bay and Glen Lake chartered new waters to create this unique partnership. They now serve as a model for other districts around the state of what can happen when collaboration, commitment and creativity merge to benefit students.

Boxed item:

Shifting just a quarter of non-instructional costs to shared services could save public schools $9 billion a year, according to a new report from Deloitte Research and the Reason Foundation.

The report, Driving More Money into the Classroom: The Promise of Shared Services, concluded that sharing services is a better money-saving alternative than school district consolidation because it combines the educational advantages of a small district with the buying power of a larger one. 

According to the report, about 40 percent of education dollars in most states are not spent in the classroom, but rather on business operations such as food service, janitorial, maintenance and transportation. Sharing those services among school districts would not only save money, but also attract more qualified staff, allow for mandatory minimums and provide greater transparency by dividing budgets into instructional and non-instructional categories.

The savings of $9 billion a year could be used to build 900 new schools or hire more than 150,000 new teachers, the report said. Taxpayers also prefer shared services to consolidation in an effort to save money. The report cites a 2002 Michigan State University survey that found 43 percent of Michigan residents favor sharing resources as a way to cut costs, while only half as many people favored consolidation.
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