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Testimony provided by Dr. James J. Lavender, Superintendent of the Kingsway Regional School District on Friday, January 27, 2017 before the Senate Select Committee on School Funding Fairness.


Good morning Senators, and welcome to Kingsway Regional High School. My name is Jim Lavender and I am the Superintendent of the Kingsway Regional School District, a position I’ve held since 2010. I am also a shared superintendent with the South Harrison Township Elementary School District, a sending elementary school within the Kingsway Regional system. However, my testimony this morning will focus solely on Kingsway’s funding plight as I see that our funding imbalance touches every school, community and taxpayer who make up Kingsway’s 57-square mile border encompassing the Townships of East Greenwich, South Harrison, Woolwich and the Borough of Swedesboro.
At Kingsway, we take great pride in our achievements, we are passionate about the services and opportunities we provide, and we value high quality education.  Our motto Committed to Excellence drives us to ensure the sound educational experience our students and community deserves. Our name is consistently echoed throughout the region as an exemplar. We have the highest high school graduation rates in the county, a high school ranked alongside other top high schools in South Jersey, a middle school that serves as model for other middle schools in the area, advanced placement offerings that have been nationally recognized by College Board, and a competitive and accomplished performing arts and athletic programs.

Despite all our accomplishments, Kingsway may be better known as one of the State’s fastest growing school districts, serving two of the fastest growing municipalities – the Townships of Woolwich and East Greenwich. As a result, Kingsway’s population growth has increased by more than 1,405 students over the last fifteen years. Unfortunately, state aid has failed to keep pace. In 2001, state support for the Kingsway Regional School District equaled $5,280 per student. In the current 2016-2017 school budget, state aid per pupil was reduced to $3,770. This represents a 29% reduction in State Aid per pupil over a period of 15 years.  As you can imagine, the contradiction between unrelenting pupil enrollment growth and state aid reductions per pupil has placed extraordinary demands on our facilities, programs, and staff.
Throughout this same period Kingsway continued to implement cost-saving measures in an effort to reduce the tax burden while maintaining quality programs for our students. In the 2016 Taxpayers’ Guide to Education Spending, the Kingsway Regional School District was ranked first out of forty-six (7-12) regional school districts throughout the state as the lowest spending in regard to budgetary per pupil costs ($10,537.) For FY 2017, Kingsway’s budgetary cost per pupil was reduced to $10,362 and is lower than the $15,296 state average, and markedly lower than other districts such as Monmouth County’s Henry Hudson Regional, which spends nearly $22,000 per pupil.

Despite our efforts, the burden to fund our school district has consistently been shifted to our local taxpayers. Throughout the same fifteen-year period where state aid per pupil has decreased by 29%, local property taxes per pupil have increased by more than 142%, from $3,549 in 2001 to $8,600 in 2016. This dramatic shift of responsibility has made it increasingly difficult to preserve our quality school system.

In 2008, we had hope that a solution to our problems was found with the passage of the School Funding Reform Act (SFRA). The new funding formula guaranteed that state school aid would be distributed fairly and equitably based on a formula that took into account each town’s property tax base, its ability to pay, increases and decreases in enrollment, and the special needs of children. It was a formula that finally ended New Jersey’s tortured history on school funding fairness, was lauded by experts throughout the country, and according to New Jersey’s Supreme Court, SFRA’s design was found to meet the constitutional mandates of Abbott v. Burke, for all students.
As a result, Kingsway, like many other districts, received a 20 percent increase in state aid for the 2008-09 school year and consequently adopted a school budget that called for the smallest local tax increase in a decade. We were also assured by then Commissioner of Education Lucille Davy that Kingsway would be afforded 20 percent increases per year for the next five years until we were made whole. This recognition and increase in state aid would have put Kingsway on par with other communities and eased the unfair tax burden placed on our local residents who make up the difference in funding our public schools. In fact, had the Kingsway Regional School District been funded at the levels the SFRA phase-in promised, we would have levied $32.8 million dollars less than we did in the nine years since SFRA was adopted. 
In the years after SFRA was adopted, state aid promises were never fulfilled. As a result, the status quo was protected and overfunded school districts continued to benefit at the cost of those who have historically been underfunded. Districts with declining enrollments were held harmless while growth districts continued to be ignored. Consequently, Kingsway and districts like Kingsway have fallen far from the promises of a constitutionally sound, nationally recognized school funding formula.

The continued failure by the State of New Jersey to recognize our plight cannot be ignored. To illustrate this point, using the Department of Education’s State School Aid publication showing SFRA funding for the current year, I can show that a comparable high school less than a thirty-minute drive from here, receives 135% of full, uncapped SFRA funding. In contrast, Kingsway Regional receives just 46%. In fact, eight school districts in Gloucester County alone receive more than 100% of full, uncapped SFRA funding, including one elementary district that receives 156% funding, while two of Kingsway’s sending elementary school districts, Swedesboro-Woolwich and East Greenwich, receive 56% and 49% respectively.  

The truth is that New Jersey’s Legislature should be applauded for the work they did to rectify decades of underfunding the neediest students through the adoption of SFRA. However, the hold harmless provision implemented through the budget, arbitrarily disregarding SFRA, has resulted in the disparate treatment of NJ students in underfunded districts. How can a Governor of a State, a Commissioner of Education or any member of the legislature today, nine years after the implementation of the hold harmless provision, reasonably say that some students in the State of New Jersey are entitled to 156% of their school funding while other students are entitled to only 46%?

If Trenton officials are going to hold Kingsway students to the same high school graduation measures as every other student, yet continue to fund our schools unfairly, then the hypocrisy of government is alive and well in New Jersey and is then best measured by how our leaders in Trenton have treated our children. 
I don’t believe this is the case and the mere fact that you are hear, listening to testimony, indicates to me that you want this problem fixed as badly as we do. Please know, that if Kingsway, and districts like Kingsway, are to be held to the same regulatory standards by the Department of Education as the overfunded school districts; and if our teachers are going to be held to the same evaluation measures as teachers in every other school district; and if we expect every child to enter kindergarten ready to learn and to graduate high school college and career ready, then it is your moral imperative, your just obligation to ensure that every one of the 586 school districts is funded fairly. 

Senators, I implore you to address the inequity of funding throughout our State. I ask that the legislature reconfigure state funding amounts so that they conform to the SFRA and omit the “hold harmless” provision from the budget. This will ensure that every student receives their constitutionally guaranteed education funding. I am asking that you intervene now, and in time before we strike our operating budgets for the 2017-18 school year, and protect every student in New Jersey and ensure that every student receives a thorough and efficient education. Our students, our faculty and our taxpayers cannot afford to be ignored another year.
Thank you for taking the time to listen to my testimony.
Very truly yours,
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Dr. James J. Lavender
Superintendent of Schools
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