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TESTIMONY AS PROVIDED BY JASON SCHIMPF, BUSINESS ADMINISTRATOR, KINGSWAY REGIONAL SCHOOL DISTRICT, ON JANUARY 27, 2017 BEFORE THE SENATE SELECT COMMITTEE ON SCHOOL FUNDING FAIRNESS

Good morning Senators and thank you for hosting this event here at Kingsway.  My name is Jason Schimpf and I am the Business Administrator for the Kingsway Regional School District.  I have held this position since October of 2011 and have a total of sixteen years’ experience in the field of public school administration. 
As you all know, in 2008, the New Jersey Legislature enacted a new school funding formula, the School Funding Reform Act, or “SFRA.”  In 2009, the State Supreme Court found the SFRA constitutional, not just for students in the districts formerly known as Abbott, but for all students statewide.  With that decision came two conditions in order for the SFRA to continue constitutionality.  1 – the formula must be fully funded for the first three years; and 2 – the formula must be reviewed to make sure it is functioning properly.  Neither of these conditions were met and in May of 2011 the State Supreme Court ruled that the State had violated its Abbott directive after mass cuts to school funding in fiscal year 2011 and ordered the State to fully fund the formula in 2011-12.  However, that ruling was limited to the 31 districts formerly known as Abbott districts and did not assist the non-Abbott districts that were underfunded, and in some cases severely.  
The full funding of the SFRA, or lack thereof, was problem number one for school districts.  In 2016-17 the SFRA was underfunded by approximately $900 million.  Since the inception of SFRA in 2008, the State has underfunded its schools by more than $8 billion.  
Problem number two was the inclusion of the “hold harmless” provision within the SFRA.  In order to ensure that no district saw a decrease in State aid from their 2007-08 levels, the legislature amended the SFRA at the last minute to include a “hold harmless” provision.  This provision was meant to be temporary in order to slowly bring the overfunded districts back down to 100% of SFRA funding over a period of five years.  As you all know, this too has not happened and has created large inequities in school funding.  In an Education Funding Report prepared by then Commissioner of Education, Christopher Cerf in 2012, when referring to Adjustment Aid he said, “It is a symbol of the old Trenton; a paean to the longstanding tradition of refusing to make hard choices even when hard choices are in order and failing to make hard choices will cost taxpayers greatly.”  And cost taxpayers it certainly has. The “hold harmless” provision also prevented districts with growing enrollments, like Kingsway, from receiving additional aid while holding districts with declining enrollments level.  According to the Education Law Center, nearly $567 million was allocated to districts in the form of adjustment aid in 2015-16 alone. Of that $567 million, nearly $300 million went to districts already spending above their adequacy levels.  This is $567 million in aid calculated outside of the SFRA and distributed to hundreds of school districts that are not entitled to those funds.  
Problem number three is how the school aid is allocated amongst the State’s school districts.  In 2016-17, 212 school districts will receive more than 100% of their state aid.  Conversely, 379 other districts will receive less than 100% of their state aid, with 239 of them receiving less than 70%.  
The question that has to be asked is “why?” Why do the districts that have been overfunded for years continue to be held harmless when Kingsway, and many other districts, continue to be shortchanged?  Kingsway has had to survive with less than its fair share of state aid each year for more than a decade. Enrollment continues to increase at a rate of approximately 5% each year.  Kingsway’s taxpayers already contribute more than their fair share as calculated by the SFRA and Kingsway will spend roughly $9 million dollars below its adequacy budget in 2016-17, or less than $3,500 per pupil than it should to provide a thorough and efficient education as calculated by the State’s own formula.  Kingsway is also the lowest spending 7-12 regional school district in the State of New Jersey.  Why would reducing aid to those Districts that are overfunded, in a reasonable way, be any more catastrophic to them than what Kingsway has had endure?  
We are doing our part.  We have made it work, but we cannot stretch the dollar any further.  Our resident taxpayers cannot afford anymore.  Due to our growth we have had to expand our facilities and have taken on more than $40 million in debt to do so.  This has only exacerbated our funding struggles and continues to cripple our residents’ ability to pay.  The inequitable distribution of school aid has gone on for way too long.  Our school district, and the many others that are underfunded, deserve their fair share.  
The solution is simple and requires no additional legislation.  The SFRA already exists and provides generous, overall funding to school districts. We are simply asking the Governor, Legislature, and Commissioner of Education to abide by it. Begin to ween the overfunded, over adequacy districts off of adjustment aid and reallocate those dollars to the underfunded districts.  Of course, full funding of the SFRA is the ultimate goal, but, here at Kingsway, we understand budgetary constraints better than most and realize the State may not be able to add $1 billion to school funding next year.  Senate President Sweeney has already suggested allocating an additional $100 million to school funding each year over the course of the next five years.  Something the State has been able to do over the last several fiscal years.  Those funds, coupled with the near $600 million in adjustment aid, will get us to full SFRA funding.  What could be more fair than all districts funded at 100% of SFRA?  
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