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TESTIMONY AS PROVIDED BY JAMES MUELLER, BOARD PRESIDENT, KINGSWAY REGIONAL SCHOOL DISTRICT, ON JANUARY 27, 2017 BEFORE THE SENATE SELECT COMMITTEE ON SCHOOL FUNDING FAIRNESS


Good morning Senators, thank you for your time today and your consideration of my testimony. 


My name is James Mueller and I am a resident of East Greenwich Township for the last 14 years.  I am also a past Board of Education Member for the East Greenwich Township Elementary School District, having served two terms.  Currently, I represent East Greenwich Township on the Kingsway Regional School District Board of Education and have the pleasure of serving as Board President. One of my greatest pleasures in my role is having had the privilege of handing over 700 high school diplomas to talented Kingsway graduates.

I am also a veteran of the United States Army & the Florida National Guard. Having received Honorable Discharges from both, I live by the ARMY Creed. That Creed states, I am an American Soldier, I am a warrior and a member of a team. I serve the people of the United States and live the ARMY Values. The Creed ends with - I will always place the mission first. I’ve also taken an oath to support and defend the constitution of the United States of America and as an elected School Board official, I’ve taken the oath to serve and protect the constitution of United States and the State of NJ as you all have. I take these oaths seriously.  I approach my Sales profession, this School District and my community while, always placing the mission first.  

So what is the mission? The mission started back when I joined the East Greenwich Board of Education in 2008 when I wanted to fully understand where my taxes were going since my school taxes seemed to be going through the roof year after year. I wanted to see how the money was being spent.  To my surprise, it was not being improperly appropriated, but being managed the best it could be based upon the tax revenue received and the minimal funding from the state at that time. Then, the housing market exploded. This region was one of the fastest growing communities in the Country for a number of years.  During this time, to my surprise, state funding to the schools was held flat while our enrollment was exploding at the elementary, middle and high school levels.  Our community was then asked to support two large building expansions via referendum. One at the elementary school to the tune of $25 million dollars and one at Kingsway for approximately $31 million. So in the course of a number of years this community (not including other sending districts projects) took on $56 million dollars in building projects on the backs of its residents. Yes, the state helped a little (I think it was $7 million & $11 million respectfully), but the brunt of the expansion cost was placed on this community via property tax increases to cover the cost of debt issuance. 

Those days seem long ago, but they aren’t at all. We continue to have student expansion here at Kingsway at 5% year over year with space and programs being limited. So the mission continues, as it was then – to be fairly funded and ensure our taxes are being spent wisely. We aren’t asking for anything that is not already approved and specified in the SFRA, but for some reason this community has been ignored. We are a staple for how shared services are working (other districts ask us how we are doing it and the state says you’re doing a great job keep it up), but when we needed a referendum to expand our transportation facilities (which generates about $500k per year via shared services) and our infrastructure need improvements (track and other improvements) it was voted down by our community twice.  

The residents are tapped out, and have told us they can’t support a new track, infrastructure improvements for our transportation facility or other projects that this school desperately needs. These aren’t luxury items, but are functional and operational items that any district requires. Don’t get me started on the Band Bus which is about the most embarrassing representation on wheels we have here at Kingsway.  Let me digress for one moment; last football season when we’re playing another district located in Gloucester County here at Kingsway, Dr. Lavender and I strolled around to the visitor’s side of the field. To our astonishment, the visiting team and band arrived in nine school buses, an 18 wheeler containing 3 tractors, a 50 foot motorized boom to film the game as well as other gear.  All the while our hollowed out 1991 red bus sat close to the dilapidated track.  This was a gross display of inequitable funding at its finest and we were left speechless.   

[bookmark: _GoBack]Speaking of other schools, a comparable school system in the next town over, has a beautiful facility and campus. They are very similar in economic demographics, but for some strange reason (may be the SFRA hold harmless clause) with their enrollment declining, receives $6 million more than Kingsway on an annual basis in the form of state aid.  That to me and others within our community makes no sense at all. Don’t get me wrong, we have great relationships with these school districts and in no way mean to create an “us versus them” situation. We are simply trying to demonstrate the vast inequality that exists in relation to school funding within this State.  

Let me get back to the mission.  We are all elected representatives in one respect or another, whether we represent Local, County, BOE, and State office etc...  What is expected when we are elected?  It is expected that we make the tough decisions and implement those decisions, not take the easy way out.  When I have to stand in front of a pack auditorium and inform the community that we are facing a $2+ million budget deficit for 2017-18 school year and cuts will have to be made that gets the communities attention.  But, we do it because we have too, we can’t run a deficit, period. That is the hardest decision we make at this level of government. Our mission is, we balance budgets, fund programs within our abilities and treat our programs with fairness and respect.  But, the State in regards to funding this district and the sending schools have not respected nor funded our region appropriately.  Our communities’ income tax dollars are leaving this area and they aren’t coming back to this community in the form of state aid to our schools and it’s downright unacceptable.  What I don’t understand is how Kingsway can only be funded at 46% of the SFRA funding model and other communities in the State get more than 100% and in some case more than 150% of funding.   That needs to change and it can’t come too soon for this district as we are in a crisis and we see no light at the end of the tunnel. 

In closing, let me leave you with this, always place the mission first, know your constituents, know their demands and requirements as this issue is not going away, but we are more then willing to ensure we help you in making the correct decision for our community and the other severely underfunded communities within the state. 

Thanks for your time and consideration today. I will be happy to entertain any questions you may have. 


Very truly yours,
 

James Mueller, President
Kingsway Regional Board of Education
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