
RSU 2 Budget 2021-2022 
Frequently Asked Questions 

 
How does the school district develop the budget?  
 
Developing the budget is a collaborative process that takes place over many months. Our fiscal year 
begins on July 1, and late fall we begin to talk about the budget for the following fiscal year. Here’s a 
quick timeline: 
 
• Throughout each year: Principals and Directors are having conversations with their staff and 
department leadership about needs for the current and upcoming year. 
• Determining our needs (December): Superintendent and Business Manager meet with each Principal 
and Director about the projected funding, compare budget to actual spending in the current year, and 
talk about needs for the upcoming year. 
• Building a budget (February): Once the state provides the RSU with a written estimate of projected 
funding, the Business Manager reviews, revises, and presents a draft of the budget to the Finance 
Committee.  
• Hammering out the details (February/March): Principals, Central Office staff, and School Board 
members have conversations about the needs for the upcoming year in public meetings.  The Finance 
Committee reviews the budget, solicits public input, and provides feedback to the Business Manager 
on the draft budget.  
• Collaborating with town officials (December - April): The Superintendent and Business Manager 
initiate meetings with the town managers and other officials. The Finance Committee also invites town 
officials for a review and dialogue.  
• Board approval (April): The Finance Committee votes on budget, and then the full Board hosts a 
special meeting to vote on the budget. 
• Public hearing (May): The district hosts a public hearing for anyone in the RSU to ask questions. 
• Referendum (June): A public referendum is held in June. The order of the Board vote, public hearing, 
and referendum vote are set by the Department of Education. 
 
 
How are communities involved in developing the school budget?  
 
We encourage town officials and the public to get involved in the budget process. All our Board 
meetings (including committee meetings) are posted and open to public, and in the Superintendent 
and Business Manager initiate meetings with town managers and other officials to hear challenges 
towns are facing, concerns, answer questions, and provide information on the proposed budget. The 
budget usually goes through several drafts before it gets approved by the board. 
 
 
I see that RSU 2’s budget is increasing about 3%. What is driving this increase? 
 



We did our best to keep our budget reasonable and responsible. Our goal is to provide the best 
education for our kids without asking too much of our taxpayers. That is a hard balance, particularly 
because many of the increased costs are beyond our control. Here are a few reasons why the budget 
has increased: 

- Flat funding from the state: Even though many of our costs are going up, state funding to RSU 
2 has remained essentially the same. 

- Increased teacher salaries: We have been working to raise teacher salaries, both because the 
state has required it and because we want to attract and retain top teachers. Our budget 
honors the annual salary increases that the current contract with teachers and all other union 
staff require.  Candidate pool shortages are also leading to hiring of more staff with experience 
which means higher levels on the pay scales. 

- Increased insurance costs: Liability, property and vehicle insurances are increasing 18-22%, and 
more employees are electing higher health insurance coverage levels, which means that the 
district must pay more for its share of insurance costs.  

- Inflation: The costs of many supplies and equipment are going up. (Ask any contractor about 
the price of 2X4s these days!) 

 
 
Wait a minute. If the RSU 2 budget is increasing by 3%, why is the bill to each town 
increasing by 7%-9.5%? 
 
It is very frustrating! We have worked hard to keep the budget reasonable, but our towns are 
experiencing a significant increase. How could that be? There are two primary reasons: 
 

- The state is asking towns to pay more: The state (not the school district) has a formula that 
determines how much each town pays. The formula created a net increase in what taxpayers 
must pay based on changes in mill rate threshold and real estate values. Because the real estate 
valuations for our towns have increased, the state expects towns to contribute more. 

- No more unspent funds: Last year, we used $500,000 in unspent funds to reduce the amount 
of the tax allocation to towns. This acted like a one-year credit eliminating the impact of about 
1.7% of the increase in the budget last year.  Therefore, this year taxpayers need to pay the full 
amount of the current year’s budget plus the increase in costs anticipated in 21-22 for the same 
programing. 

 
This happens every year. Last year for example, the % increases to each municipality was still 3-5%, 
even after the $500,000 credit was applied.  These separate percentages for the town and the RSU 
budget are not apples-to-apples comparable.  The increase in the town allocation % is the change in 
town allocation dollar value as a percentage of the previous year’s total allocation for each town. As 
numbers, in different proportions to a smaller whole value, those percentages will always be higher. 
 
 
I thought that the state legislature just agreed to fund 56% of local school district 
budgets, the highest percentage ever. So how is our state funding “flat”?  



 
How much funding we receive also depends on the real estate property valuations.  The higher the 
value of real estate, the lower the state contributions to schools.  Real estate values in our district have 
increased, so the state expects us to pay more.  
 
 
How much will this budget increase my property taxes? 
 
How much more individuals will pay depends on which town you live in and the value of your home. 
For example, a Richmond homeowner with property valued at $215,000 and mil rate of $19.55 could 
see an estimated increase of $215 in the school portion of the tax bill. A Hallowell homeowner with 
property valued at $250,00 and mil rate of $21.50 could see an estimated increase of $275 in the 
school portion of the tax bill.  Monmouth’s mil rate is $18.15, Dresden is $18.10, Farmingdale $17.50.  
The lower the mil rate, the lower the estimated increase.   
 
We recognize that these increases are tough for families to manage, particularly this year. But we think 
it is critically important to provide our kids with the best education we can.  
 
 
The RSU 2 budget is increasing by about 3%. Did the district make any cuts to keep the 
budget from increasing as much? 
 
Absolutely! We always look for ways to keep our budget reasonable and responsible. Some of our cuts 
this year include: 

- Three custodial positions: We have had three unfilled custodial positions for more than a year, 
so we cut them from the budget. We hope to find grant funding to fill those positions without 
adding to the taxpayer budget.  

- School nurse in Dresden nurse: This position also has been unfilled, so we cut it from the 
budget. We plan to fill the position with grant funds. 

 
 
Why don’t we make deeper spending cuts to lower our taxes? 
 
Our goal is to provide the great education our kids deserve. This past year has been very difficult for 
our families, and our teachers have worked double-time to provide in-person, hybrid, and remote 
education. Given the disruptive year, we did not think it was fair to our kids or staff to make the steep 
cuts necessary to lower taxes. Instead, we have worked to maintain pre-Covid staffing levels and 
programs without increasing the budget significantly.  
 
 
Haven’t we lost students this year due to Covid? Shouldn’t that bring our costs down?  
 



Our student enrollment has been relatively stable at about 2,000 students for the past 12 years.  We 
experienced a district-wide drop of 96 students this year, but that decrease was spread out across the 
district so it was too small to bring our costs down significantly. We expect our enrollment to rebound 
post-Covid, so we do not think it makes sense to cut teachers or other staff.  
 
 
Why doesn’t state funding cover more of our budget? 
 
The Maine Department of Education has a formula to provide funding to cover 56% of all costs state-
wide for what the state considers “Essential Programs and Services” (EPS). The percentage of state 
contribution varies considerably by district, depending on property values. Districts with low real 
estate values receive more state support – more than the 56% -- while higher real estate receive less 
state funding (sometimes $0). RSU 2 generally receives about the average. 
 
But the true cost of running RSU 2 schools is about 35% higher than the EPS formula provides because 
our communities have high expectations for our students and schools.  We want more than just a basic 
education, so we have provided many things that go beyond what the state supports. For example: 

- Small class sizes: The state considers a class size of 25 (for K-8) to 30 (for HS) acceptable. But in 
RSU 2 we disagree. We think small class sizes are important to provide our kids with the 
individual attention that is so important to their learning and social development. Our class 
averages range from 16-22 (for K-8) to 16-19 (for HS) and we want to maintain those small class 
sizes.  

- Nurses: The state formula would support just 2 school nurses for the 10 schools in our district. 
Can you imagine having just 2 nurses available to our students during a pandemic? Our 
students deserve more, so we provide 7 nurses district-wide. In addition to ongoing medical 
care for our students, our nurses have been making calls to parents until 8 or 9pm and on 
weekends to do contract tracing when a Covid case arises.  

- School counselors: The state formula only covers 3 counselors for a district our size. But we 
think that having counselors is vitally importantly, particularly now as the pandemic has 
increased our kids’ social and emotional needs. So our budget maintains the 7 counselors that 
we currently provide.  

 
 
Students have been learning at home this year, so why haven’t costs gone down? 
 
Even though many students are home three days a week, teachers and staff are working full-time (and 
more) to meet all the extra demands of in-person, hybrid, and remote learning. Almost all of our 
regular budgeted expenses – staff, heating, technology, and more – have remained the same, while 
other costs have increased.  
 
 
But hasn’t the district received millions in Covid relief money? Can’t we use that to 
bring our budget down?  



 
Yes, RSU 2 has been allocated about $5 million through new Covid relief grant funds. The problem is 
that the government prohibits us from using that money to replace existing costs in the current 
budget. In addition, some of the projects will be implemented overtime so the funds will not come to 
us until after we spend the money. Some of that money is simply being “passed through” the school 
district to two local daycare providers who provided childcare to RSU 2 students during remote days, at 
no cost to the families. The grants also are not allowed to be used to decrease tax allocations to towns. 
 
Think of it this way. The latest round of Covid relief sent $1400 to each individual taxpayer. Imagine if 
the government told you that you couldn’t spend that money on rent, food, gas, or any other expense 
you normally have – you could only spend it on new expenses that have come up because of the 
pandemic. That is the situation school districts face.   
 
 
If the district can’t spend Covid relief funds on regular expenses, what have we spent it 
on?  
 
Our principals and staff have been very creative in spending Covid money to address short-term 
pandemic needs as well as to make important long-term investments. Here are a few examples: 

- Extra staffing: Family liaison to help families; tutors to help students struggling with remote 
learning; additional substitutes not provided by the state 

- Necessary supplies and equipment: New furniture to allow for social distancing; plexiglass, 
portable plastic barriers, disinfectant, and sprayers; instructional supplies for remote learning; 
sets of materials for use in class to comply with safety guidelines; personal protective 
equipment not provided by the state 

- Infrastructure improvements: New and upgraded ventilation systems at Dresden Elementary, 
Hall-Dale High/Middle School, and Monmouth Academy; new windows in Richmond and 
Monmouth; hands-free fixtures for bathrooms, sinks, and bottle fills for fountains; fans, air 
purifiers, and outdoor classroom spaces like tents, tables, storage sheds 

- Technology upgrades: making sure every student has access to a tablet or computer; providing 
a tablet and computer for every staff member, along with tools to support them; Internet 
hotspots/connection and software; Pick-Up Patrol software for managing safe flow of traffic 
and spacing during pick-up and drop-off 

- Transportation needs: Delivery vans for IT and nutrition 
- Academic supplies not covered in our regular budget: Additional resources so that students do 

not share supplies, take home kits for academic work at home, additional art, music and 
supplies for other specials. 

- Outdoor and athletic resources: Additional resources and supplies for increasing outdoor 
education, PE, Health, and project-based learning experiences, including athletic and co-
curricular needs to meet safety requirements. 

 
 
How has the RSU 2 budget changed over the past decade?  



 
We have worked to create fiscally responsible budgets each year. Since 2009, we have averaged an 
increase of 1.3% per year.  In order to maintain this consistently low level of increases, the RSU 
eliminated about 38 positions gradually over that time period. If our budget had increased at the same 
annual rate as the Consumer Price Index, the current budget would be more than a million dollars 
higher than proposed.   
 

 
 
 
Is the district planning to return to school full-time in the fall?  
 
Yes! Everyone wants to return to school full-time. We will use grant funds to expand staffing further in 
our effort to bring all students back full-time despite spacing requirements that may be in place in the 
fall.  We will also be investing in space, furniture and supplies in the following towns: 
 

-  At Dresden Elementary we plan to add one room portable.  
 

-  In Richmond at Marcia Buker Elementary we plan to add a two-room portable. 
 

-  In Monmouth, the new Memorial School and the Academy will work together as needed.  Yet, 
core space needs are anticipated to be met within each building. 

 
-  The Hall-dale Elementary school site does not have room for portables without eliminating 

outdoor learning/play space or parking -- both already in short supply.  This school has the 
largest class sizes, with the least amount of space options to meet the distancing criteria.  After 
a site review there and at HDMHS, we determined that it is possible to move the 5th grade to 
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that building by creating a 5-8 middle school model.  Some of the top performing middle 
schools in Maine follow that model.  
 
Why was the announcement of the Hall-dale/Farmingdale change so sudden without ample 
time for community input? 
We agree that a lengthy process with ample time for community input is best practice.  If we  
had the time, we would have used that process with an expanded timeline.   
 
While this idea was not taken lightly, it was pulled together quickly out of necessity.  Moving 
the HDES 5th grade was not on our radar until only three weeks before it was shared with staff, 
board members, and families.  In order to get all students back to school 5 days a week next 
year, this quickly became the only and best option. 
 
Here is why.  The first 4 grant programs for covid relief had very short (~2 weeks) turnaround 
times, as well as very short time frames for having the projects complete and fully implemented 
(4-6 months).  None-the-less, we started each time discussing how to create more space, 
transportation and added staff.  Unfortunately, in each of those situations, we could not secure 
quotes we needed, let alone guarantee of project completion by the deadline, to receive 
approval. 
 
The new funds that are coming have a two-year window for use of funds.  This time we 
received a couple months of advance notice (late March) about the potential amount and a 
longer spending window.  Again, we looked at space needs.  We determined where we needed 
portable space, how much space, and how the portables would be used.   Then we contacted 
vendors to see who could provide portables by when.  Once we found a vendor with a timeline 
as early as September, we worked on site plans and code enforcement inquiries to be sure the 
plans would work.   
 
For HDES, we need four classrooms, which would be two double classroom portables.  
However, the site does not allow for the placement of portables without eliminating all of the 
outdoor learning/play space or significant parking or both.  Those features are already in short 
supply, so losing more of that was not acceptable.  So, we started to brainstorm about other 
buildings in town.  Transitioning new space to meet codes required for schools would take too 
much time and money.  While brainstorming we stumbled upon the idea of renovating the 
interior of the MS/HS building to make space for the 5th grade.  A session to walk the building 
and look at the feasibility of this idea from a construction standpoint was scheduled.  Once we 
had a concept we could prepare for with concrete information, we confirmed May 3rd this could 
be completed before school starts in the fall.   At this same time, we found out that the window 
for the new grant requires data collection from May 7 due by May 14, with obligation of funds 
for planned expenses documented by May 24, in order to have any chance of receiving the 
funds.  We also realized there is only 5 weeks of school left to the year to prepare our students 
and families for this idea.   
 



A communication plan was put in place using a 24-hour window to inform the board members, 
staff and families most directly impacted to allow them to process this news with our focused 
support as needed before wider communication. This happened just before the Thursday full 
Board meeting, when we could discuss the plan in the public meeting for the whole RSU.  With 
full support of the Board, the following communication plan is being implemented for 
community:  

o Letter from Principal to the whole school community at each building,  
o A question and answer zoom forum for both school communities, where we will gather 

ideas to help make this situation into a great opportunity  
that benefits all our students,  

o Small group or individual family meetings as requested, 
o This communication, plus 
o Both end of year and fall transition events for the current 4th and 5th graders. 

 
Are there benefits beyond the goal of all students back in person 5 days a week?  
Many of the top performing middle schools in Maine are 5-8 schools.  Collaborative programing 
among 5/6 and 7/8 with opportunity to access extensions will be possible. The shift will reduce 
the need for another administrator at HDES and also add intervention support for HDMS.  
Further, with the new housing developments under construction in Hall-dale and Farmingdale, 
this plan provides insurance that new student enrollment would not trigger a switch back to 
hybrid based on spacing constraints. 

 


