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Answering to 17 Boards 
Over 2,000 Square Miles 

by William P. Braun 

 

What’s the key to managing a school district made up of 16 

separate districts and an administrative unit? Organization and 

delegation for starters. An understanding wife and sense of 

humor also carry me through each day. 

I thoroughly enjoy the daily challenges of leading the Eastern 

Maine Area School System, an alternative organizational 

structure known in Maine simply as AOS 90, located over 2,000 

square miles in the state’s northeastern region. The district 

encompasses 16 town school systems and an AOS governing 

board. (An AOS is a combination of two or more school 

administrative units joined together for the purpose of providing 

administrative services.) 

My typical work week includes three days in one of the two 

central offices and two days in the other. Periodic school visits 

and other meetings usually tally about 500 miles of travel time 

during the week. 

I keep in mind one simple goal — to leave each district better 

than it was when I began. 

Entrusting Staff 
I start each day by redoing the priority list. Priorities can differ 

widely from day to day because I maintain two offices 56 miles 

apart. That drive has its advantages, offering an opportunity to 

rethink and re-plan each day. On one side of the district, I am 

closing an elementary school and on the other I am planning for 

$3.6 million of school repairs and $2 million of construction. 

The role of superintendent in such a widespread area changes 

your perspective of responsibilities. You find yourself very 

dependent on your building administrators and staff. 

That brings utmost importance to communication and the 

capacity to define the strengths of your employees so you can 

entrust them with specific tasks. In my past positions, I was never 

good at giving up total control, but in this leadership post, I must 

be very flexible and able to delegate to capable staff. This has 

forced a change in my management style. 

As superintendent, I must delegate the delivery of education and 

staff training to my administrators. While I remain the budget 

developer, I place great emphasis on the principals to identify 

their needs. I work with the various school boards and oversee 

maintenance of buildings and buses. I am available via phone and 

computer, if not in person, 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

Dear Colleagues, 

I hope the school year started smoothly 

for you and that you have been able to 

spend some time in schools and 

classrooms before the budget process 

begins to consume much of your time. I 

trust that you found the MSMA Fall 

Conference to be beneficial and that you 

returned to your district with some fresh 

ideas. MSSA unanimously passed the 

educational platform at the business meeting. Please share our 

platform with your school boards to spread the word and 

garner support.  

Several years ago before I became a superintendent, I 

conducted my graduate research on the topic of why current 

administrators who hold a superintendent credential do not 

seek the role. The findings of the study showed that principals 

were motivated to attain the superintendent certificate 

primarily because they saw it as the next logical step in 

preparing them for future options, rather than out of a passion 

for seeking the role. The participants in my study perceived 

the superintendency to consist of increased political pressure, 

being too far removed from students and staff, and having 

greater evening commitments. Factors that were specifically 

named as deterrents from applying included: toll on family, 

stress, satisfaction with current job, and increased political 

pressure.  

Fast forward to today. My study did not deter me from 

aspiring to the superintendency, and several of the principals 

involved in my study are also currently in the position. 

Although the superintendency has increasingly become 

defined by its complexities and challenges stemming from 

political pressures and conflicting interests, volatile school 

finances, and greater demands for accountability to increase 

student performance; it is a crucial role that requires us to be 

creative, implementers, facilitators, and motivators for change 

all in the hopes of achieving the primary goal of increasing 

student learning. The superintendency has an endless list of 

challenges, but it is also a rewarding job. Thank you for 

choosing this career path. I hope that you will encourage 

others in your districts to aspire to this vital leadership 

position.  

(continued on page 3) 

mailto:mssa@msmaweb.com
http://www.msmaweb.com/
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Good Reads 

Answering to 17 Boards 

(continued from page 1) 

Learning to Improve 

How America’s Schools Can Get 
Better at Getting Better 

By Anthony S. Bryk, Louis M. Gomez, Alicia Grunow & 
Paul G. LeMahieu 

Local retirement costs released 
early to help with 

budget preparation 

The Maine Public Employees Retirement System recently sent 

out new rates for normal teacher retirement costs, which show 

what districts have to pay to cover working teachers, and the 

rate of increase has slowed for this upcoming biennium.  

The rate is going from the current 3.97 to 4.16 percent in the 

biennium covering fiscal years 2020 and 2021. That translates 

to a cost increase of $3 million statewide in the 2019-2020 

school year – a number that goes up another $1 million in 2020-

2021. 

The information was sent in mid-October to allow districts to 

better prepare their local budgets.  Along with those rates, 

MainePERS included information on how the rates are 

determined and what has driven rate increases in the past. The 

Maine School Boards Association passed a resolution in 2015 

asking for an earlier notification deadline since schools had 

been finding out the number in January when local budget 

preparation was well underway. While a bill requiring the 

earlier release was vetoed by the governor, the Maine Public 

Employees Retirement System has worked to satisfy the intent 

of the bill. 

The chart below shows the history of rate increases and 

statewide costs since districts became responsible for the 

payment. The cost-shift was voted in by the Legislature to help 

fill a hole in the biennial budget. 

Fiscal Year          Rate       Statewide Cost  
FY 14 2.65 $29 million 

FY 15 2.65 $30 million 

FY 16 3.36 $37 million 

FY 17 3.36 $39 million 

FY 18 3.97 $46 million 

FY 19 3.97 $47 million 

FY 20 4.16 $50 million 

FY 21 4.16 $51 million 

The weather certainly keeps you on your toes when you’re responsible for a district so spread out. It could be sunny on one side 

while the other is experiencing blizzard conditions. It is another challenge you meet with a smile, beginning with calls to bus drivers, 

maintenance employees and administrators at 3 a.m. with the final decision on operating and notifications to area television and 

radio outlets by 5 a.m. I advise my building administrators to keep a healthy perspective as tomorrow may well make today look like 

a picnic. 

Multiple Bosses 
With 17 boards and a total of 60 board members, I consider much of the challenge lies in organization and preparation. The 

organization includes remembering which goals and issues each board is addressing and ensuring my schedule can handle each 

board effectively. Some days I do feel as if I am reporting to 17 different bosses. 

I maintain an online calendar, and a schedule board in each of the offices so at a quick glance my staff members and I know what is 

coming in the near and distant future. I’m advantaged in having expertise and experience in both central offices. It’s also good 

fortune that they, too, have a sense of humor. 

WILLIAM BRAUN is superintendent of AOS 90 in Baileyville, Maine.  

Click here to view the 4 minute video featuring Bill and his district!                   

                              -AASA School Administrator, October 2018 

As a field, education has largely failed 

to learn from experience. Time after 

time, promising education reforms fall 

short of their goals and are abandoned 

as other promising ideas take their 

place. In Learning to Improve, the 

authors argue for a new approach. 

Rather than “implementing fast and 

learning slow,” they believe educators 

should adopt a more rigorous approach 

to improvement that allows the field to 

“learn fast to implement well.” 

Using ideas borrowed from improvement science, the authors 

show how a process of disciplined inquiry can be combined 

with the use of networks to identify, adapt, and successfully 

scale up promising interventions in education. Organized 

around six core principles, the book shows how “networked 

improvement communities” can bring together researchers and 

practitioners to accelerate learning in key areas of education. 

Examples include efforts to address the high rates of failure 

among students in community college remedial math courses 

and strategies for improving feedback to novice teachers. 

Learning to Improve offers a new paradigm for research and 

development in education that promises to be a powerful driver 

of improvement for the nation’s schools and colleges.  

Extremely interesting throughout, the text suggests a plan-do-

study-act cycle in which reform starts small and then gradually 

expands as educators study their failures and learn from those 

mistakes. — J.D. Neal, Choice Magazine  

http://hepg.org/hep-home/books/learning-to-improve
mailto:super@aos90.org
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CimoTLoQXhk&t=


President’s Message 

(continued from page 1) 

I would like to thank Dominic DePatsy and the Professional 

Development Committee for planning the Superintendents’ 

Annual Meeting as well as the MSMA staff for organizing the 

Fall Conference. The feedback for both events has been very 

positive. I look forward to seeing you and learning from you at 

the Winter Convocation.  

Patrick 
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John McDonald named  
Superintendent of the Year 

Maine’s 2019 Superintendent of the 

Year was nominated by his board 

chair.  In his opening letter, Chair 

Loren Andrews stated that his 

superintendent is “one of the most 

inspiring, highly qualified, dedicated 

and personable individuals we have 

ever seen in this job. We (the entire 

board) cannot say enough about his 

outstanding contributions and ability to 

lead the district in a professional and 

enriching way.” 

Taking over a district that was in crisis 

in 2014, and following a revolving 

door of Superintendents, Superintendent of Schools, John 

McDonald had his work cut out for him.  Graduation rates were 

terrible, dropout rates were outrageous, and the community had 

lost faith in their school system.  John learned early on, that 

leadership is learning, and that learning begins by listening.  So, 

in his first year, he embarked on a listening tour of his new 

district.  John knew that programming had to change in a way 

that was engaging and meaningful enough to hold students’ 

interest, but he also learned that parents and community 

members wanted to be listened to, they wanted good schools for 

their children, they wanted to be told the truth and they wanted 

to know how to help.   

Based on the input he had received from across the community, 

one year later, John introduced the “Schools of our Future” plan 

which was a comprehensive plan to create safe, attractive, 

efficient and welcoming learning environments.  The plan 

contained a complete reorganization of the schools, while 

instituting new instructional strategies and curriculum.  The 

plan was well supported by all, as everyone could recognize 

elements of the plan that reflected their own personal views and 

desires.  The Schools of Our Future Plan belonged to the 

communities in RSU 13.  

Fast forward to today, graduation rates have increased from 

78% to over 91%, and dropout rates have decreased 

dramatically.  The reorganization of the elementary, middle and 

high schools has occurred, which encompassed the closing of 

four schools and the building of one new elementary school all 

with 100% community support.  The Academy model for 

Oceanside High School was developed to increase student 

engagement, to give choices to students that reflected their 

interests and to create an environment and school culture that 

acknowledged student’s strengths and passions.  Included in 

this academy structure was the Fisherman’s Academy that was 

geared to engage students who aspire to Marine related fields 

and has students working in partnership with the local marine 

and fishing industry. 

The years of crisis in RSU 13 are in the past.  Today, under 

John’s humble yet thoughtful leadership, he has pulled the 

community together and provided them with an authentic 

opportunity to build their Schools of Our Future for the children 

in their communities. 

Kathy Germani 
2019 Assistant Superintendent 

of the Year 

Kenneth Kunin, Superintendent, South 

Portland School Department, stated that 

his Assistant Superintendent is the 

epitome of all the best that an assistant 

superintendent can be, and that when a 

range of people were asked to describe 

her and her work, every person 

responded without exception, that she is 

a supremely professional and valued 

mentor, colleague and friend. Kathy 

Germani, the Assistant Superintendent 

in South Portland is known state-wide as 

a trusted educational leader who gets 

things done!  

Kathy combines an ability to envision, design and implement 

structures that support student learning, while advocating and 

striving for what’s best for students. Having spent her entire 

educational career in South Portland, her understanding of the 

organization has been critical to moving South Portland forward. 

Kathy has been instrumental in developing many programs that 

support student achievement.  As the Entitlement grant 

coordinator, Kathy facilitated the move to schoolwide Title I 

programming at South Portland’s most needy elementary 

schools, helping to facilitate the increase in student achievement. 

As the Homeless coordinator, Kathy works closely with area 

districts and agencies to track student movement and to make 

arrangements for all students to attend school regularly.   

Kathy is an active member of the JMG board and serves on the 

Cumberland County Administrators Certification group.  Kathy 

coordinates all internships in South Portland and has been active 

on steering groups for USM and the Urban cohort, helping to 

select candidates for the ETEP program. She has worked on the 

state-wide group providing input into Maine’s ESSA plan and 

brought four districts together for a successful collaborative 

substitute job fair.  Kathy leads South Portland’s efforts to 

implement the performance evaluation and professional growth 

system, linking their Student Learning outcomes process to 

proficiency-based learning in a way that made sense to educators 

and supported professional learning. 

Involved, engaged, leading, learning and serving, congratulations 

to Kathy Germani, Maine’s 2019 Assistant Superintendent of the 

Year! 

South Portland Supt. Ken Kunin 
& Asst. Supt. Kathy Germani 

RSU 13 Chair Loren Andrews & 
Supt. John McDonald  
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(continued on page 5) 

After years of aggressive anti-tobacco campaigns aimed at teenagers, students have largely rejected smoking, but many have tried 
vaping, sending school leaders scrambling to revise discipline policies and drug prevention classes to confront the new trend of 
inhaling flavor-infused nicotine vapor. 

Adding urgency to those efforts: A small, sleek device that could be easily mistaken for a USB drive has joined the market of 
vaping and e-cigarette products. The device, called a Juul, has surged in popularity in the last year, in part because its low-profile 
design allows students to easily conceal their habit and inhale the flavored nicotine vapor in school restrooms, hallways, and even 
classrooms undetected. 

Like many trends among teenagers, vaping and "juuling" gained a foothold among young people long before adults and school 
administrators realized the scale of the problem, principals said, and now they are rushing to catch up. 

"I think it's everywhere, and my school is no different," said Francis Thompson, the principal of Jonathan Law High School in 
Milford, Conn. "I think it's the next health epidemic for kids." 

Some students are open about their vaping habits, sharing YouTube videos about how to do tricks, like blowing rings and 
"ghosting," slang for exhaling a plume of vapor and quickly drawing it back into the mouth. In some videos, students as young as 13 
share tips for concealing Juuls and other vaporizers in the sleeves of their hoodies so they can be used in school hallways and in 
hollowed-out markers to carry them in their backpacks without getting caught. 

"You get super buzzed off of it," said Kyler, a teenager who posted a video about getting suspended for having a Juul.  

Juul Products Contain Nicotine 
E-cigarettes and other vaping products, like Juuls, are pitched as alternatives to traditional cigarettes for adults who want to kick the 
habit. But health experts and anti-smoking groups say they've quickly grown a secondary market among minors attracted to the 
novelty and flavors like mango, caramel candy, and gummi bear. 

"It is crucial that the progress made in reducing conventional cigarette smoking among youth and young adults not be compromised 
by the initiation and use of e-cigarettes," said a 2016 U.S. Surgeon General's report. 

Vaping can quickly lead to nicotine addiction, the report warned, which may lead some teens to start smoking traditional cigarettes. 

In 2017, 5.4 percent of 8th, 10th, and 12th graders reported smoking a cigarette in the last 30 days, according to Monitoring the 
Future, a nationally representative student survey administered by the University of Michigan. Twelve percent of those students 
reported vaping in that time frame. 

Youth health advocates have long pushed for tighter regulations on the sales and marketing of e-cigarettes. In March, a group of 
seven public health and medical groups sued the U.S. Food and Drug Administration over a delay in implementing such regulations. 

As that debate raged in recent years, new products emerged, like Juul, which currently makes up about 60 percent of e-cigarette 
sales tracked by Nielsen data. 

The device, smaller and more discreet than its competitors, has attracted new users, some principals say. An April survey by the 
Truth Initiative, which advocates against tobacco use, found that 63 percent of Juul users ages 15-24 were not aware the product 
"always contains nicotine." 

Effects of Vaping 
In April, the FDA responded to concerns by announcing an "undercover nationwide blitz to crack down on the sale of e-cigarettes—
specifically Juul products—to minors at both brick-and-mortar and online retailers." 

The agency also requested data from Juul Labs, the maker of the product, to understand how the product is designed and used and 
whether its marketing specifically appeals to young people. 

"We don't yet fully understand why these products are so popular among youth," Dr. Scott Gottlieb, the FDA commissioner, said in 
a statement. "But it's imperative that we figure it out, and fast. These documents may help us get there." 

Juul Labs responded to those actions by announcing $30 million in prevention efforts targeted to youths, including a push at the 
state and federal levels to raise the minimum purchase age for all tobacco products to 21. 

The San Francisco company also plans to work with Iowa Attorney General Tom Miller, a Democrat, to "develop a transparent and 
effective framework for independent research focused on the scientific and societal implications of vapor products." 

"We want to be a leader in seeking solutions, and are actively engaged with, and listening to, community leaders, educators, and 
lawmakers on how best to effectively keep young people away from Juul," Juul Labs Chief Administrative Officer Ashley Gould 
said in a statement. 

There's no research about the long-term effects of vaping. While the cartridges used in vaping devices may contain fewer harmful 
chemicals than traditional cigarettes, some newer models deliver roughly the same amount of nicotine as a cigarette, creating 
additional concerns, said Dave Dobbins, the chief operating officer of the Truth Initiative. So while vaping may be less dangerous 
than smoking, it's still harmful, he said.  

‘Juuling’ Craze: Schools Scramble to Deal with Student Vaping 
Use of Juul device makes vaping hard to detect 

https://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/2016ecigarettes/index.html#fullreport
http://www.monitoringthefuture.org/data/17data.html#2017data-drugs
http://www.monitoringthefuture.org/data/17data.html#2017data-drugs
https://www.fda.gov/NewsEvents/Newsroom/PressAnnouncements/ucm605432.htm
https://www.juullabs.com/juul-labs-announces-comprehensive-strategy-to-combat-underage-use/


Upcoming Legislative Session 

EVENT VENUE DATE  

Collective Bargaining for School Board 
Members 

Hilton Garden Inn 
Auburn, ME 

11/30/18 More info 

MSSA Winter Convocation Marriott Sable Oaks 
South Portland, ME 

1/17-1/18/19 Save the Date 

AASA National Conference on Education 
Effective Leadership Creates Success 

Los Angeles, CA 2/14-2/16/19 More info 

    

Mark Your Calendar 
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If you have questions about any articles in this newsletter or suggestions for 
improving this publication, please let us know. 

You can contact me, MSSA Executive Director Eileen King at 
eking@msmaweb.com. 

MSSA Mission Statement 
     The Maine School Superintendents Association (MSSA) is 

an organization that is committed to leadership: 

 Leadership to provide equity, create opportunities for and 

promote the success of every student; 

 Leadership to develop ethical, visionary and competent 

leaders by: 

   Offering professional learning opportunities for 

     leaders 

 Promoting community and legislative support for edu-

cation 

 Providing member services 

Core Values and Beliefs 

We believe members shall: 

  Maintain high expectations for all students, staff and 

 ourselves 

  Advocate for resources essential to student learning 

 Act with integrity and model professional behavior 

 Champion the advancement of public education 

"Jumping off a 10-story building will kill you, and jumping off 
a two story building will only hurt you," he said, adding that he 
wouldn't recommend doing either. 

The organization has added vaping to some of its public 
awareness efforts. "You're not going to hear me say this thing is 
exactly like a cigarette. It's not," Dobbins said. "But there are a 
lot of concerns about it." 

Educators said they are also concerned that the devices can be 
used to consume marijuana and that some flavor cartridges 
don't provide a complete ingredients list, leaving students 
unsure of what they are inhaling. 

"For the longest time, nobody smoked; kids weren't into that 
anymore," said Brad Seamer, the assistant principal of 
Harrisburg High School in Harrisburg, S.D. "With the vaping, 
kids are really into that. It's not a certain kind of kids, it's a 
cross-section of my school." 

Seamer says responding to vaping now takes up most of his 
time. He's disciplined a student for using a Juul in a classroom. 
Some parents aren't aware of their own children's habits, he 
said. 

A member of the advocacy committee for the National 
Association of Secondary School Principals, Seamer led efforts 
to update the group's position statement on smoking to 
include information about vaping, calling on schools to update 
rules and prevention efforts. 

Why Vaping Is Hard to Detect in Schools 
Thompson, the Connecticut principal, said vaping is more 
discreet than smoking because the vapor leaves less of a trail 
and the smells are harder to detect. He realized the extent of the 
problem a few months ago, when he sought to crack down on 
extended bathroom breaks students were taking. 

The school shut down some bathrooms and tracked students' 
use of others. In talking to students, Thompson discovered they 
were experimenting with the products in the school's facilities 
and that some considered themselves addicted. 

The 900-student school has disciplined about 40 students for 
vaping this year, Thompson said, issuing in-school suspensions  

‘Juuling’ Craze 

(continued from page 4) 
as a consequence, which is the same punishment it uses for 
smoking. 

Thompson recently supplemented that discipline with cessation 
and counseling efforts to help students quit and to make them 
aware of potential hazards. He's also invited community health 
groups to the school to do presentations for teachers, parents, 
and students about vaping and nicotine use. 

Thompson likened students' vaping to concerns about social 
media and cyberbullying that emerged about a decade ago. It 
took a while for adults to notice the problem, but now they are 
taking it seriously, he said. 

"When you're dealing with teenagers, they're way ahead of the 
curve." 

   Education Week, May 4, 2018, by Evie Blad 

https://www.msmaweb.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/20171208_Collective-Bargaining-Workshop-MSMA.pdf
http://nce.aasa.org/
mailto:eking@msmaweb.com
https://www.nassp.org/policy-advocacy-center/nassp-position-statements/marketing-of-tobacco-to-children-and-youth/

