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Last year at this time -- in the weeks leading up to school elections -- rhetoric about public schools had reached a crescendo.

Gov. Chris Christie cut aid to public schools twice. Negative accusations about the New Jersey Education Association, teacher pay and teacher tenure were at their height. Districts were making cuts left and right -- including staff and programs -- and instituting or increasing student activity and parking fees as taxes continued to rise.

There were tough decisions to be made. It was enough to discourage even the most dedicated citizens from running for a seat on the boards that decide on everything from policy to approving payments to fix leaking roofs.

The question was whether the ensuing year would discourage many from running this time around. But as it is with the problems facing schools today, there are no easy answers.

In 2010, there were 2,055 candidates running for 1,619 available school board seats, the New Jersey School Boards Association reported -- 60 percent of them incumbents seeking re-election.

This year, 2,222 candidates hope to fill 1,612 seats -- the first increase in candidates since 2006. But only 49 percent are incumbents.

The NJSBA has no statistics on why incumbent bids are down this year. It could be that some board members have decided to step down after long years in the post or for personal reasons having nothing to do with the demands of the job. It could be that some board members initially ran with a single issue in mind, and it's been resolved.

It could be a combination of things. It can also be noted that people who run for school board -- like people who tend to vote in school elections -- make up a small minority.

Still, the complex issues facing school boards today may account for the increasing number of newcomers throwing their hats in the ring.

"Because of some of the difficult decisions that school boards are making, there are citizens -- particularly parents -- who want to get involved in the process," NJSBA spokesman Frank Belluscio said.

In Cherry Hill, there are contested races for the three full-term, three-year seats available. Eight residents, including three incumbents. A fourth incumbent, Elliott Roth, is running unopposed for a two-year unexpired term.

As board president in Cherry Hill this past year, first-term incumbent Seth Klukoff faced issues that included dealing with tremendous cuts in state aid, a failed 2010-11 budget and subsequent controversies over staff and program cuts and a new student activities fee, settling a teachers' contract fairly in the midst of the anti-teacher rhetoric, and finding a new superintendent who will begin her job on July 1.

He said he's ready for more -- inspired, not deterred, by the hardships.

"We faced a number of challenges, and have been one of the most successful and productive boards in a number of years," Klukoff, 45, said. He cited improved district finances, reaching out to community groups and restoring residents' trust among accomplishments he takes credit for in tandem with fellow board members.

"We've made a lot of progress, but feel like we still have a lot of work to do to reduce costs, address our aging facilities, and being a very transparent board."

Klukoff, married with two school-age children, said there are peaks and valleys in his unpaid position -- which, during budget season, can involve several meetings per week.

It's a sacrifice that newcomer Meng Zhang, 41, is ready to take. Zhang, the mother of three including a preschooler, is the principal at the Cherry Hill Huaxia Chinese School.

"I believe in volunteerism and in giving back to the community," Zhang said.

The first Asian candidate in the district -- that anyone can recall, at least -- Zhang is also focusing on diversity and said Asians need a voice on the board. While appointed Cherry Hill's student board representatives are often Asian, they do not make policy or have voting privileges.

Asians are the largest minority student population in Cherry Hill -- 16 percent -- followed by blacks, 8.6 percent, and Hispanics, 7.1 percent. There is currently one black on the board -- Eric Goodwin, running for a second term -- and no Hispanics.

Goodwin, 48, said one reason he chose to run again is that the board has been cohesive rather than contentious. The latter situation often causes turnover.

"While we don't think alike by any stretch of the imagination, everyone has a respect for seeing things from other people's perspective," he said.

But while labeling the board open-minded, Goodwin said diversity is important.

"That is one of the things that has compelled me to run again. People of different backgrounds may see things in a different way," he said.

"Last year, when African-American students were among those who came before the board to talk about saving certain programs, I heard that they felt more at ease seeing me there -- a familiar face, in one sense."

Another challenger in Cherry Hill, Valery Boyarsky, is a native of Ukraine, reflecting a steadily growing population of students whose parents immigrated from Eastern Europe.

Zhang, who has distributed her campaign literature in Chinese and English, said Asian parents have concerns even though their children are among the highest achievers in the district.

"A lot of parents are concerned that Chinese language is not taught in our public schools. I have been an advocate for this," she said.

Chinese is already taught in Washington Township schools, but no Asians, blacks or Hispanics currently serve on the board in a district where they make up a combined 15 percent of the student population.

Still, there are seven candidates -- an eighth dropped out -- for the three full-term, three-year seats in the district, including one incumbent and one black challenger, Cliff Sanders. Incumbent Kurt Snyder is running unopposed for an unexpired one-year term.

Some districts have less hotly contested races. In Voorhees, only one challenger, Matthew Dortch, joins incumbents Bruce Karpf, Richard Nelson and Richard Wojdon on the ballot.

While burnout is a reason why some incumbents retire, it does not apply to everyone, even after a tough year for schools. In Voorhees, for example, Wojdon has served on the board since 1984 and is running for his 10th term.

Not all districts have board races, and some even have glaring holes on the ballot.

In Mount Laurel, where board member Margaret Haynes is seeking her 11th consecutive term and fellow incumbent Diane Blair is also running, one incumbent is not in the race and there are no challengers. The third full-term seat up for grabs will be filled either by write-in at the polls on April 27 or by appointment once the new board is seated.

Joanne Pelly, a former board member appointed to fill the one-year unexpired term left open when board member Nancy Jones died in November, is running unopposed to keep that seat.

District spokeswoman Marie Reynolds said the situation is an unusual one for Mount Laurel, where there are generally more candidates than available seats.

NJSBA statistics seem to confirm her observation. Belluscio emphasized there is an overall up-tick of newcomers -- a change in the right direction, however small it is.
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