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TRENTON — Local school districts are breathing easier than they were this time last year, now that Gov. Christie's Tuesday budget address promises to restore additional funding to all school districts is coming true.

"This is unexpected news -- and it appears to be very good news," Cherry Hill School District spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel said Wednesday after receiving word that the district would get a state aid increase of nearly $1.72 million for 2011-12.

"The board (of education) will have some flexibility at this point . . . with options now that we didn't foresee," Bastnagel said.

School districts are sharing nearly $250 million more in direct aid, which will total more than $8.1 billion statewide. Last March, aid was cut by $820 million in this year's budget, equal to nearly 5 percent of spending in most districts.

Word of the Christie administration's assistance to school districts is arriving a year after the governor froze 2009-10 aid -- saving the state $475 million but forcing many districts to use up their surpluses to get through that year. Then, in March, aid to nearly all school districts was reduced or eliminated for the current year, a loss of $820 million.

The news of increased aid comes just when school boards are readying preliminary budgets for the coming year.

Cherry Hill, which was stripped of $3.9 million in aid for 2009-10 and $8.58 million for the current year, will receive a total of $9,655,320 in state aid for 2011-12. The additional aid also frees up $547,383 in federal Education Jobs Act assistance that the board was conserving in case state aid was reduced further.

The school board will introduce its preliminary budget, now totaling $165.85 million, on Tuesday. The budget keeps annual school taxes stable at about $4,586 for the average home assessed at $140,000, and represents an increase over the current budget of nearly $1.8 million, or 1 percent.

Bastnagel said the board has been considering the impact of this year's cuts in the classroom. She could not speculate on how the state aid increase would affect the new budget. But, she said, the board might look at continuing facilities needs and/or use some of the funds instead of tapping into one-time revenues that would not be available for the 2012-13 budget.

In Collingswood, where the school district lost $1.6 million in state aid for the current year, an increase of $296,935 means total state aid of about $9.78 million next year.

"Our expectations were so low that this is actually good news," Superintendent Scott Oswald said.

"We'll either be able to restore programs, do a little bit of tax relief, or do a little bit of both."

Like Cherry Hill, Collingswood has been preparing its next preliminary budget under the assumption that aid would remain flat. Oswald said the increased aid could mean introducing a new literacy initiative in its entirety rather than rolling it out over two to three years, and/or restoring some partial teaching positions.

Still, the district will move with caution as it considers the increase. "It's a nice bump, but it doesn't hire that many people back," Oswald said, adding that the district won't go back on its commitment to efficiency.

"We will remain lean. We won't spend money just to spend it," he said.

In Haddon Township, Superintendent Mark Raivetz was of a similar mind about the $298,699 in additional funds coming from the state for 2011-12.

"It's not our plan to run out and spend this money right away. We'll have some conversations," Raivetz said.

Haddon Township has a public meeting to discuss the budget scheduled for this evening. The district lost $1.5 million in state aid for the current year, which amounted to 17.5 percent of the proposed budget defeated at the polls.

Raivetz said the increase was a "most positive" development, but stressed it would equal only a small percentage of what was lost from the current budget.

"Last year, the governor took five fingers away from (our) hand. This year, he's given us back a finger," Raivetz said.

"Still, we'll be very happy to open our doors no worse off than we were in 2010."

Fifty-nine school districts that lost all their state aid for 2010-11 -- wealthy districts such as Haddonfield, which lost all $1.5 million it would have received -- will have part of their losses restored for 2011-12.

On the other end of the spectrum, a little over 23 percent of the increase in state aid will go to the 31 former Abbott districts, which have high concentrations of low-income students and Camden, Gloucester City, Burlington City and Pemberton Township.

New Jersey School Boards Association spokesman Frank Belluscio said the overall increase in aid is a positive step.

"Maybe it's not where we want to be right now, but it's starting to go in the right direction," he said. "So we're glad, given the state of the economy and the state of New Jersey's budget, that the governor didn't feel he needed to reduce aid."

Belluscio emphasized the coming year would still be rough on school budgets.

"It's going to be really tight financially, and I think that challenge that districts are going to have is conveying that to voters in April," he said.

School districts in which residents can vote on local tax levies -- vocational and special services districts are excluded -- have until March 4 to submit budget plans to executive county superintendents for the state's approval. Public hearings on budget proposals will be held in late March.

School elections will be held on Wednesday, April 27, this year. The unusual non-Tuesday vote was scheduled to avoid a conflict with the first and last days of Passover.
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