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After losing substantial amounts of state aid this year, as well as having last year's state aid cut off mid-year, local school districts were cautiously optimistic about Gov. Christie's promise to increase school aid by $250 million in 2011-2012 -- with no district excluded.

"I'm big on the devil in the details, but that one line makes us hopeful we won't get a reduction," said Collingswood Superintendent Scott Oswald of the governor's budget address Tuesday. Christie announced base state aid to schools was to increase by $218 million from this year's reduced levels.

Collingswood lost $1.6 million in state aid for the current year.

The district has been preparing its next preliminary budget under the assumption aid would remain flat.
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"If we get an increase in aid, it may actually help the taxpayer," Oswald said.

Through shared services and other cost-saving measures, Collingswood will not have to cut positions or programs even without an increase in state aid.

"The governor's right," Oswald said. "We have redefined the new normal. We have to try to run as lean as we possibly can."

In Cherry Hill, district spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel said after last year's shocking cuts -- $8.58 million in aid for this year after a cut of $3.9 million for 2009-2010 -- Christie's words sounded optimistic but vague.

"He talked about pension reform and increasing aid to charter schools. Obviously there are conditions for maintaining or increasing state aid to school districts," Bastnagel said.

The Cherry Hill school board has been developing a 2011-12 budget that assumes flat aid and actually reflects a reduction of state aid in the amount of $547,383 -- the figure the district will receive under the federal Education Jobs Act. Last summer, then-Acting Department of Education Commissioner Rochelle Hendricks advised school districts to reserve the one-time federal funding for 2011-2012.

Tony Trongone, superintendent of the Berlin Borough and Gibbsboro districts, said both districts began preparing next year's budgets in November under the assumption aid would be flat. Berlin Borough lost $548,000 for the current year and Gibbsboro lost $240,000.

"I'm happy, because this little bit helps," Trongone said. He believes Berlin Borough would get an additional $31,666 under the increase, Gibbsboro somewhat less. But, he added, this year's cuts provided a lesson.

"Our main goal is to maintain programs and instruction, but we have to stop looking at models of surviving and look at models of striving," Trongone said.

"I'm already looking at alternative ways of getting the job done, and I'm not going to stop."
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