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TRENTON — Millions of dollars in additional state aid allocated to New Jersey school districts Tuesday will have strings attached, with school administrators saying they expect formal directives from Gov. Chris Christie's administration about what the money can be used for.

But some officials said they don't need instructions.

"I want to put the extra money toward tax relief for our residents," said Walter "Butch" Berglund, the school board president in Deptford. The new allocation doubled the total increased state aid for Deptford schools to $1.18 million.

"We were cut before and held back on things, like subbing out routes instead of buying two buses. We're going to keep working things down to a leaner business model. This new money could help out if we need it, but I want to get it back to people as tax relief," Berglund said.

The state budget for the new fiscal year signed by Christie last month contained $850 million in increased school funding, with $450 million set aside by court order for the poorest urban districts. Department of Education officials said they want most of the districts to pass on the windfall to residents.

"Regarding Abbott districts, the increased aid to these schools should be directed strategically toward areas of education as determined by each respective district," said Allison Kobus, an Education Department spokeswoman. "For non-Abbott districts, the additional education aid included in this year's budget is an opportunity to reduce property tax burdens by lowering local property tax levies for this fiscal year or the next and move closer towards real reform in our schools. The Department of Education strongly encourages using this additional aid to lower taxes and make the important step towards new and effective management of our schools that focuses on improving student achievement, rather than increased spending."

Democrats were not successful in pushing the Republican governor to boost education spending by a greater amount.

Christie vetoed $412 million in supplemental school aid to suburban districts that Democrats advanced, which hinged on acceptance of a so-called millionaires' tax. That tax was also defeated.

Cherry Hill schools spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel said the money partially restores a 5 percent cut to operating budgets made in 2010-2011.

Cherry Hill"s additional aid is $1.7 million, giving the schools there a $3.4 million increase over last year, for a total aid package of $11.4 million.

Red Bank received an additional $150,000, which is added to $151,370 school officials had been told earlier they would receive from the state, she said.

Morris County's 39 school districts would get an additional $13.4 million in aid, an 11.3 percent increase over the original amount announced several months ago.

The total of $131.5 million of aid to the county amounts to an increase of $26.5 million over the previous year.

Lee Seitz, Parsippany's superintendent, said the additional $1.26 million his district is slated to receive probably would go toward reducing property taxes for the 2012-2013 school year. But he said the hike doesn't nearly make up for past cuts.

Parsippany would get a total of $3.6 million in aid this coming school year, a 54 percent increase over the amount originally proposed, all of it to go toward special education, which Seitz said already was fully funded in the district budget.

The district received $7 million in state aid for the 2008-09 school year, he said.

"It's great that they're increasing it to provide what amounts to a minimal savings to our homeowners," Seitz said. "But every penny counts."
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