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CHERRY HILL — Superintendent David Campbell is leaving the Cherry Hill School District in better shape than he found it -- much better, it is generally acknowledged.

In fact, the hiring of Campbell, and the way he helped mend fences in South Jersey's largest suburban school district, could be a lesson for any district that wants to prevent divisiveness from eating away at academic achievement.

"I'm a collaborative leader," said Campbell, a towering man with a fringe of red hair who is soft-spoken and conciliatory when he speaks.

"I'm an easy guy to work with. People know I care about the kids. They know that I'm focused. I've worked very hard at communicating.

"I've never made a disparaging remark about any individual. I don't place blame. When you involve people and listen to them, they're generally very responsive."

Campbell, who retired Thursday at 65, arrived in Cherry Hill in 2006 after five years as superintendent in Pennsylvania's Upper Moreland School District. In all, the Lansdowne, Pa., resident came with 40 years of experience.

In Cherry Hill, he found a district where 19 schools were moving in different directions, creating inefficiencies and affecting student achievement. It was the same story on the business side, where streamlining was needed to cut down on inefficiency and waste.

He was following several superintendents who had polarized the community. The previous two were Morton Sherman -- a man whose showmanship and bold ideas often left little room for other opinions -- and interim Timothy Brennan, who combined abstract educational ideology with concrete but unpopular academic moves.

During their tenures, the school board became increasing fractious and galvanized over one issue in particular -- the International Baccalaureate Programme. The rigorous, inquiry-based curriculum -- like its proponent Sherman -- was either loved or despised. The controversy over IB and how it was implemented in Cherry Hill exacerbated dissension among those who believed students on the west side of the township were being shortchanged.

Enter Campbell and his collaborative methodology. Within the first year of his leadership, he took the IB bull by the horns, letting school staffs decide whether or not to keep the program.

IB was not Campbell's main focus, just something that stood in the way of what was most important.

"I'm systems-minded," he said. "From my perspective, the larger challenge was that we were a far more decentralized district."

Campbell introduced his Blueprint for Student Success to align curriculum across all schools.

"It's nice to be able to count on what students will be taught year to year, while maintaining latitude for creativity and innovation and keeping the individual culture of each school," he explained.

School board President Seth Klukoff said Campbell was the antidote for what ailed the district.

"The trait of diplomacy is very important. Because of his personality, he managed to heal the rift in the community and on the board.

"He realized early in the game what was needed and acted quickly to get curriculum and business tracks in place," Klukoff added.

Campbell has emphasized closing achievement gaps, individualizing child-study evaluations and development of Individualized Education Programs for special-needs students.

He was circumspect in 2007 when special education parents became incensed over the use of a padded "safe room" in one elementary school to calm a student when he got upset.

They called for the resignation of the district's special education director, who eventually retired. Under a new chain of command in line with administration belt-tightening, special education came directly under Maureen Reusche, the assistant superintendent for curriculum and instruction who is succeeding Campbell.

"We've taken a fresh look at responding to (special education) concerns and they're getting resolved quickly at the school level," Campbell said. "There are very few complaints now."

He and the district weathered another potential crisis in 2008, when an audit he recommended at a cost of $197,000 cited 157 "significant control weaknesses." It noted examples of waste and mismanagement in human resources and business operations.

The report by international consulting firm KPMG sparked a state investigation that concluded only recently.

A summary review by the Office of the State Comptroller, released this spring, noted the district had successfully addressed operational concerns and strengthened internal controls.

Campbell said the KPMG report was a good thing despite initial bad publicity.

"This study was chock full of things we should do to get our financial house in order. The cards should be face up and everyone should have the same information."

Campbell believes becoming more transparent goes hand in hand with cutting taxpayer expense while protecting educational and extracurricular programs.

Under his leadership, the district got four out of five budgets passed by voters. The sole loss was in 2010, when Gov. Chris Christie's massive cuts in state aid led to 59 percent of school budgets being defeated statewide.

In Cherry Hill, it meant nearly 100 layoffs -- about half of them teachers -- and the beginning of student fees to participate in extracurricular activities.

"It was a very difficult time," Campbell said. "I'm not sure we have internalized all the challenges."

Campbell stayed out of the latest teacher contract negotiations, which ended with a pact last August.

"My mantra is, "I will honor the contract.' I keep a professional and respectful relationship with teachers. I will never utter a negative word about a teacher," he said.

Cherry Hill Education Association President Martin Sharofsky praised Campbell's work toward a unified curriculum.

"His interaction with teachers was minimal -- there were no warm hugs, but that is not necessarily what the district needed. We needed someone to guide us to unity -- and he did that."

Sharofsky met with Campbell every other week.

"He was a great listener," said Sharofsky, "and made you feel like he never walked into a meeting with his mind set."

Campbell's own salary has been the source of chatter. He was at the top of the pay chart for New Jersey superintendents, making $277,392 the past two years.

"The average life span of a superintendent in New Jersey is 2.2 years," he argued. "It's a challenging position."

Although he took a salary freeze for 2010-11 and led one of the largest districts statewide, incomes such as his incensed Christie and led to the state capping superintendent salaries.

The maximum salary for someone to helm the Cherry Hill district is now $177,500, although the state education commissioner can grant a waiver.

Campbell plans to keep a hand in education -- he teaches in the University of Pennsylvania's aspiring superintendents and literacy programs -- but don't expect him to pop up as an interim superintendent, an increasingly frequent role for local retirees.

"The chance of that is slim," he said. "I'm completing my 45th year in the profession, including 25 as a superintendent. I haven't been a poster child for balance between my job and my home."

It's more likely Campbell will spend extra time at his Jersey Shore home with his wife, Marilyn, and his daughter, a high school college and career counselor.

But he'll miss the district.

"It's been a privilege to work in Cherry Hill. There are things I would have loved working on -- like the gifted and talented program and instructional technology -- but it was not my role to do what I wanted.

"For me, it was a question of what I needed to do to help the district get better," he added. "We know what the basics are now, and we're at a point where we can focus on what we want.

"It was always clear to me that I wasn't going to be the closer. I was going to be the mid-term reliever."
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