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Phase I - Introduction
“This agreement is entered into pursuant to Chapter 71 of the General Laws of Massachusetts, as amended and supplemented, between the Town of; and, the Town of ____________; and the Town of ___________; hereinafter sometimes referred to as the member towns for the establishment of a regional school district, hereinafter sometimes referred to as the District.  In consideration of the mutual promises herein contained, it is hereby agreed as follows:” (M.G.L. Chapter 71, Sections 14-161 and the Regional School District Regulations, 603 CMR 41.00)

And so begins the legal document that will guide the educational future of the member communities that comprise a Massachusetts Regional School District.  Steeped in more than a half century of tradition, communities have joined resources to provide outstanding educational opportunities to the school age children living within their boundaries.  Regionalization is a “political, economic and educational marriage” that fulfills a constitutional responsibility to educate children in public schools.  It is not an easy path.  It is a process that demands goodwill, compromise and dedication. Most importantly, the process demands the trust of everyone involved albeit a citizen, a parent, or a political leader.  The regional school district becomes an autonomous political entity with power and authority to set policy, budgets and determine educational programming.  The involvement of the community in the establishment or re-design of a regional school district cannot be understated.
“A Pathway to Regionalization” is a cooperative document developed by the Massachusetts Association of Regional Schools (MARS) under the sponsorship of the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE). The document’s purpose is to provide a workable guide for communities who are considering developing or modifying a regional school district. The guide is divided into two parts: Phase I and Phase II. The format for Phase I is a detailed “step-by-step” process, outlining the statutory requirements and regulations in an understandable, chronological and workable format. The checklist provided for Phase I allows a Regional Planning Board to complete specific requirements as the committee moves toward a ballot vote and then transitions to the new regional school district.  It is important to complete the steps in the order they are presented.
While the two organizations involved in this document are available for comment and guidance, the pathway approach reduces the need to rely solely on the agencies to respond to every question or issue. The document’s format highlights important statutes, legal issues and procedural steps that have been followed by other communities. The experiences of the organizations as presented in this document will help a Regional Planning Board avoid pitfalls that could potentially delay or doom the regionalization process.
A thorough analysis can make the challenge of merging independent districts less daunting by addressing community concerns. Superintendency Unions that move to full regionalization find the process somewhat easier since a centralized administration and coordination of services already exists. Planning studies also help districts resolve some areas of local concern through negotiation and via inclusion of language addressing concerns within the new Regional Agreement. Regional Agreement language can address elementary educational concerns, maintaining or closing town school buildings, determining the makeup/representation of the new regional School Committee, etc. Towns and districts that recognize that the advantages of greater articulation of curriculum and streamlined governance can, in the long-term, outweigh the fiscal challenges, and will discover creative ways to minimize those obstacles. 
An extensive Appendix is located at the back of this manual and contains rich supporting information and sample documents. For example, Appendix A provides information regarding Massachusetts General Laws and Regulations regarding regional school districts and where specific information can be found. Appendix B provides a summary document prepared by the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) regarding how to form a region, and Appendix C provides the names and contact information of individuals and agencies that districts will need to work with during the regionalization process. 

The authors of this manual extend their best wishes as you begin this important process. 



Following the Pathway
The basis for developing a regional agreement varies.  Experience tells us that while there may be similarities, each time communities begin the discussion to investigate regionalization, the nuances and issues are never quite the same.  New England communities historically have maintained a healthy but strong independence.  Deciding to forego autonomy is not an easy decision.  During the past decade, Massachusetts has experienced three very dramatic changes that have caused many communities to consider the possibility of utilizing district consolidation to improve their school district: 1) a decline in student enrollment; 2) economic uncertainty; and 3) facility issues and school building/renovation incentives.   Consider these two examples:
A community that has operated its own K-8 school may come to realize that student population can no longer sustain adequate staffing levels to provide a full range of educational opportunities.  While it may tuition its high school aged students to its neighbor’s high school, it may realize that administrative costs, staffing levels or meeting state and federal mandates can no longer be accomplished as an independent small district.  The community may turn to its neighbor and ask to create a new regional district.
	Two neighboring communities each operate their own small high schools.  The costs to maintain and staff the two buildings may have reached a point where limited tax resources have been maximized.  One or both of the buildings may also need major renovation or repair.  The communities might begin a discussion of combining the two schools and seeking additional financial support from the MSBA to build a new or renovate a school.  Such consolidation can result in an improved facility with increased programming, done in an affordable manner.

“A Pathway to Regionalization” sets a very clear process for communities to follow as they begin discussion.  Each step along the way is detailed to allow a Regional Planning Board to meet the requirements of state law and the regulations, timelines and policies of DESE. The manual is divided into two distinct parts: Phase I and Phase II. In Phase I, “Pathway” begins with initial steps that will cause communities to ask the critical question: “Why regionalize?”  Once substantial justification has been determined, the process identifies statutory and legal obligations that must be honored to begin the process.  Along the way, steps are clearly identified, each step leading toward the ultimate goal of a new Agreement upon which each community’s electorate will decide.  
The second phase of the process takes place after the new regional district has been approved by the electorate of each town involved. Phase II addresses the steps that are involved in transitioning away from the current, municipal district formats to the new single regional district format.  This document provides steps that give legal and administrative advice including safeguards for the Regional Agreement to protect districts as they transition, and a quick reference of pertinent sections of state law.
Ultimately the goal of “Pathway” is to provide a user-friendly document that helps communities maintain control of their future through a less difficult process. The agencies involved in this project understand that forming a regional school district can appear to be a daunting task, but it doesn't need to be. The manual as presented is a comprehensive document, designed to address all steps necessary for districts with no current regional affiliation to follow as they form a new regional district. If however, you are seeking to expand or enlarge an existing regional school district, the process will be considerably easier, you may not need all sections of the manual and, quite possibly, you can reach your goal in a shorter period of time. 
A successful process requires good faith, hard work and forming positive relationships. Establishing and maintaining regular conversations with the Regional School District Liaison at DESE will be invaluable. The Department is always ready to answer questions, provide helpful information, clarify a process, verify compliance and help you craft a comprehensive agreement document that meets the legal requirements and your local needs.  When writing or re-writing the Regional Agreement, the Department can help you tailor the Agreement to address the unique concerns and circumstances of your district. 
The end result of a new regional school district with a well-developed Regional Agreement provides compelling motivation and guidance through the process.  The outcome of a new efficient region with a strong, vibrant and programmatically engaged course of study for students in the merging school communities can benefit many generations to come.  




[image: ]


[image: ]



Phase I
Pathway to Regionalization
Checklist
Step 1:  	Preliminary Discussions					Completed
a) Begin Discussions and Contact ESE					___________
b) Identify Incentives to Regionalize					___________
c) Determine Type of Region						___________
d) Utilize Self Assessment Tool for Measuring District Capacity	___________
e) Determine Advantages to Regionalization				___________
f) Determine Challenges to Regionalization				___________
g) Request Town Meeting for Appointing Planning Committee	___________

Step 2:  	Regional Planning Committee and Regional 
		Planning Board						Completed

a) Form Planning Committees						___________
b) Form Planning Board and Elect Officers				___________
c) Hire Consultants							___________
d) Confirm Selection of Regional School Model				___________
e) Collect and Study Data						___________
f) Develop Communications Plan					___________
g) Hold Focus Group Meetings						___________
h) Recommendation to Regionalize (Yes or No)				___________
Step 3:  	Develop Agreement and Long Range Plan		Completed

a) Contact DESE to Request Reorganization Needs Conference	___________
b) Develop Draft Regional Agreement					___________
c) Begin Writing Long Range Educational and Structural Plan		___________

Step 4:  	Submission of Proposed Regional Agreement 
		for Public Review						Completed

a) Conduct Focus Groups/Public Forums (2nd Series)			___________
b) Planning Board Evaluates Feedback, Discusses Feedback,
	and Makes Appropriate Changes					___________

c) Present Final Regional Agreement to Public Prior to Vote		___________


Step 5:  	Voter and State Approval				Completed

a) Request Warrant Article for Town Meeting Vote			__________
b) Vote by Ballot at Town Meeting					__________
c) Sign Regional Agreement						__________
d) Send Signed Agreement and Certified Votes to DESE 
	for Commissioner Approval						__________
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