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As school board members, our primary duty is to oversee the administration of a school district that provides a thorough and efficient education. School boards are unique among elected bodies in that they are legally required to cater to a special interest group: the township's children.

However, we also must be mindful that a child living in a household struggling to make ends meet and overburdened by taxes could find it challenging to meet his or her full potential, even when the district offers superior educational opportunities.

The Cherry Hill board adopted a proposed budget and school tax levy that reaches a delicate balance between preserving the excellent educational program afforded to our students while keeping in mind the difficult economic times. The budget proposal that goes to voters on April 27 reduces the district's tax levy by $500,000. The proposed budget is 2.1 percent less than it was in 2008-09 and 2.6 percent less than in 2009-10.

Highlights of the proposed budget include:

Additional capital spending to repair, maintain and upgrade systems in the district's facilities -- without adding a debt burden on future taxpayers.

Increased teacher collaboration time in the elementary schools to allow for more individualized instruction.

No cuts in teachers or programs and no additions to administrative staff.

We realize that funding our schools and making the best educational program available to our students means little if our students aren't excelling to the best of their abilities. We are very proud of our educators, parents and students for the outstanding achievements of our student body. Evidence of this superior achievement abounds. For example, in 2010:

Cherry Hill students scored at or above the averages of schools in comparable districts in 100 percent of grade levels and subjects on state assessments.

Approximately 95 percent of Cherry Hill graduates are continuing their education.

SAT scores at both high schools exceed state and national averages.

High School East had the highest SAT math scores in the tri-county region and the second-highest combined score.

High School West's SAT scores increased in every subject area.

The Class of 2011 boasts 13 National Merit finalists, two semifinalists, and 28 commended students.

These are encouraging numbers for our taxpayers, who we hope are further buoyed by cost-containment strategies that have helped the district drive down spending in the past three years to reduce the levy for 2011-12.

In a recent editorial, the Courier-Post praised Camden County's transformation initiative for its cost reduction efforts. In that same vein, we'd like to highlight some of the savings and cost efficiencies our district has accomplished recently:

$2.5 million saved in the current school year and $4 million in projected savings for next year by moving all district employees into the State Employees Health Benefits Plan.

More than $700,000 saved by reducing out-of-district placements and returning those students to our schools.

$202,000 in prescription plan rebates realized through self-insured prescription coverage.

$170,000 saved through an agreement with the Camden County Educational Services Commission for nonpublic transportation routes.

$90,000 in transportation savings by reducing the Extended School Year program to four days.

$80,000 in energy audit reimbursements.

These strategies have been recognized as strengths by independent third parties. For example, Moody's bond rating service upgraded the district's debt rating and the state's Quality Single Accountability Continuum (QSAC) review process gave the district a 100 percent score in financial management.

We hope that the community will rally behind the board's efforts to maintain costs while protecting the educational excellence of our schools. There is little doubt that the quality of our schools is the bedrock upholding residential property values in these challenging economic times. We believe that reducing the school tax levy while maintaining programs at their existing levels is in the best interests of all Cherry Hill residents.

We hope our community shares this belief and supports the proposed budget on April 27. Polls are open from 2 p.m. to 9 p.m.
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