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TRENTON — Gov. Chris Christie's controversial salary cap on new contracts for New Jersey public school superintendents is on track to cut about 10 percent from the combined $100 million currently paid to school chiefs throughout the state.

The pay ceiling took effect Feb. 7, despite challenges from a superintendents' association, which says the cap will lead to massive turnover and discourage rising administrators from seeking the jobs.

But many elected school board members are embracing the pay restrictions -- especially in districts where searches for new leaders are happening.

Cherry Hill won't be able to pay more than a $177,500 salary plus a performance bonus to the replacement for the retiring David Campbell, who makes $287,000 -- a potential savings to the district of $109,500 in base salary.
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The school board president, Seth Klukoff, said the pay ceiling didn't diminish "the number and quality of candidates for the vacancy."

"We had 19 strong applicants and have moved to interviewing seven of the candidates," Klukoff said. "The pay policy really hasn't made this more difficult. All of the applicants were cognizant of the cap. There was concern it could affect us, but once we got into the hiring process, our concerns were eased."

Education experts say a statewide pay limit on superintendents is unique in the nation.

But New Jersey has plenty of company from states taking other steps to control education costs, said Alan J. Borsuk, a senior fellow in law and public policy at Marquette University Law School.

"What's going on in New Jersey is in line with what's happening in New York, Ohio, California, Wisconsin and elsewhere. Maybe not with a salary cap for superintendents, but all are trying to rein in public spending," Borsuk said.

Perth Amboy school board President Samuel Lebreault said the cap levels the playing field for districts.

"We're a poor district. We welcome this. If we have to compete against wealthy districts and go to $220,000 or $230,000 to hire someone, we're not going to be willing to do that. I like that the salary is being held down," Lebreault said.

Perth Amboy Superintendent John M. Rodecker, who makes $216,000, is retiring in June.

At the end of last year, about 80 school superintendents were making more than $200,000.

"Capping pay to reasonable levels is a common-sense initiative that will end abuses that have been permitted for too long at the expense of our children's education," said Christie, who added that he prefers to put the savings "back where it belongs -- in the classrooms."

The caps are based on student enrollment figures and range roughly from $125,000 to $175,000. Superintendents can receive an additional $2,500 if their districts include a high school.

Districts with enrollments above 10,000 can apply to the state Education Department for a waiver to exceed the top of the scale.

The Freehold Regional High School District, which has more than 12,000 students, hired away the Verona superintendent, Charles Sampson, on Tuesday to a contract with a base pay of $177,500. Performance bonuses could push the value of the contract to over $200,000.

The former Freehold Regional superintendent made $215,000.

Marlboro resident James Sage, who frequently comments on Freehold Regional matters, said the pay cap is a good idea but said the district could have crafted a better deal for taxpayers and not maxed out the limit with Sampson's contract.

Sampson's salary in Verona as of November was $165,485. Verona has about 2,200 students. He could not be reached for comment.

"Mr. Sampson is new to the district and therefore has not proven himself in this education- and budget-conscious district. I firmly believe he should be hired with a salary greater than what he was receiving at Verona (but) the board of education should not be paying Mr. Sampson the maximum salary," Sage said.

The New Jersey Association of School Administrators claims the salary cap is poor public policy and that top superintendents who face pay cuts are likely to seek work in other states.

An association member, Jim O'Neill, who is superintendent of the School District of the Chathams, is part of another court action charging that Christie's cap usurps the authority granted to boards of education by the state Legislature to set superintendent salaries.

The cap would reduce O'Neill's salary from $210,058 to $167,500 in the future. O'Neill said he is eligible for retirement and is considering quitting. He said he will announce his decision when his school board has its next meeting on Feb. 28.

O'Neill said other superintendents are in the same boat and the result will be brain drain, he said.

"I would prefer to work another three or four years," O'Neill said. "The way I see the issue, the governor has reduced this to a single metric, basing compensation on the size of a school district. Nothing else. In this day and age, you should be looking at everything to determine if somebody is doing a good job or a terrible job."
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