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School Leader Focus: Regionakization

Want more information on schoo! regionaliza-
tion? The naw edition of Schoo! Leader maga-
zine features a special section with in-depth
articies on the issue.

The issue addresses the history of reglonaliza-
tion in New Jersey, and the legal and labor rela-
tions implications—and it includes a guest article
- by Commissioner of Education Lucille E. Davy.
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Stale-level interest in regionalization is nothing new. For years,
iators and governors hiave bemoaned the fact that New Jerssy
over 800 school districts {and 566 municinalities). Since 1969,
wnent and organizations
recommended reducing the number of school districts, mastly
gh administrative fiat from Trenton. By and large, the studies

=signed 1o carry out the CORE Act, the regulations also make i clear

Superintendent's regionalization proposal against its will, a majority of
vorers in each affected municipality must still approve the plan for it io
g fonward,

in essence, the current program s siate-drk
mandated.

Arvexception 1o the volar-approval requirement might occur in
the stale’s 25 send-all districts. These are small communities that
do not opérate schools and, instead, send all of thelr children 1o
nearby cistricls under tuition arrangerments. Under the CORE Act, the
Department of Bducation "has the authority” to sliminate the send-ali
districts without a public vote—whether # will exercise that authority
in &li cases is not yet clear

. bt not state-

Will school boards have a say in the Executive County Super-
intendents’ proposals? Yas. The Accountability Begulations outline
a process under which the Executive County Superintendent consulis
with schoob districts when conducting regionalization studies and
developing proposafs

These efforts are now underway, with the individual Executive
Caounty Superintendents using varied approaches to obiain input. For
example, inone county, local district consultation is provided through
the superintendents’ rourwd’abie- in others, Executive County Superin-
tendents have established fask forces consisting of board members,
administrators and other stakeholdears.

The CORE regionafization studies would consider the impact on
operating costg, distribution of facility/capital expenses, tax reap-
portionment, staffing/personnel concerns, education programming
and enrollment trends. In effect, the CORE studies would address
the same topics as would the “feasibility” studies, which are required
as part of focally initiated regiornalization plans. Howaver, the CORE
reporis may not be as extensive.

At least two counties have tapped higher education institutions 1o

develop templates for use by the BExecuiive County Superintendants
iy the CORE studies.
Does the state’s current plan include financial incentives for
regionalization? The CORE Act includes no financial incentives to
encourage voter approval of the Executive County Superintendents’
regionalization proposals.

What will happen if voters reject the Executive County Super-
intendent’s regionalization proposal in 20107 The plan will die,
But your district could be affected by other elements of the CORE Act
before or after the 2010 vote. The statute calls for the Executive Courty
Superintendent to require consolidation of administrative and other
nor-nstructional services. Right now, the county offices are studying
potential shared service arrangements along with regionalization,

BACKGROUND

How many schoot districts are there in New Jersey? As of
2007-2008, New Jersay had 616 local education agencies (603
schoot districts and 13 educational services commissions and join-

ture commissions). The disiricts break down as follows: K-12, 220;
elementary-only, 282; secondary only, 47; county special services, &
county vocational, 21, send-all (non-operating) districts, 25,

What is a regional school district? A regional district serves two
or morg rrwnicipalities, it can be a imited-purpose” regional, provid-
ing education for certain grades (e.g., gradas 9-12 or Kandugaﬁeﬂ
through 8th grade), or it can be an "all purposs,” serving Kindergarten



through 12th grade.

New Jersey currantly has 70 regional schoot districts, Only 17 of
these are K-12 systerms. The remaining regional districts are imited-
ourpose, most serving high schaool students,

How are regional districts governed? In ragional districts, schoct
board seals are apporiioned among member municipalities accerd-
ing fo population. As a result, each municipalily is represented on the
regional schoot board by a cartain number of members. District costs
are divided among municipaiities based on one of three factors: prop-
erty values; enrcliment; or any combination of the twio, The vast majority
of regiona! districts apportion taxes according 1o propefly values.

What other fypes of district governance structures e;gi-st?
Other structures include consolidated districts and sending-recenving
relationships,

e Eight "consolidated” school districts currently operate in New Jersey,
they were established under a now-defunct statute. Like regional
school districts, consolidated districts consist of two of more munici-
palfities. Uniike regional districts, where each community is allotted
a certain number of school board seats and/or votes, consolidated
districts efect board members at large.

Because state law no longer provides for the creation of con-
solidated digtricts, school district mergers today would result in
regional systems.

¢ Approximately 220 districts are involved at either end of sending-
receiving refationships. These are contractual arangements, under
which one schoot district {usually elementary-only) pays fuition to
send its pupils (Lsually high-schoc! age students) to a nearby district,
The state's 25 senc-all districts are also included in the count of
“sending” districts.
State law allows some sending district school boards o select

one of their members to sit on the receiving district board of educa-

tion. The sending district rapresentative has statutory voting rights
on issues directly affecting his or her district’s students,

LOCALLY INITIATED REGIONALIZATION

Will school districts still be able to regionalize on their own? Yes.
in fact, it would appear that, for the immediate futurs, the Executive
County Superintendents will continue to encourage school districts
to explore regionalization on their own. Such discussions are taking
place in some communities.

What would be involved in jocally initiated regionalization?
Statute and directives from the state Department of Education cutline
the following steps: Fact-finding meetings; a feasibility study; forma-
tion of advisory commities; review by state Department of Education
county office; recommendation to the commissioner of education,
and presentation to the voters.

A schodt district may withdraw from the locally inftiated regional-
ization at any point prior to submission of the question to the voiers,

Who pays for the feasibiiity study? The interasted school districts
spift the costs. Currently, state funding is not available directly to school
districis to cover the cost of the studies. SHARE grants, a municipal
program, might be applied, but all of these funds are not likely 1o
survive the governor's mid-year spending reductions.

REGIONALIZATION: Drawhacks and Benefits

How extensively have school districts explored regionaliza-
tion? Since 1982, four locally initiated regionalization proposals
have succeeded: Bordentown Regional (1982); Schoof District of
the Chathams (1986), Somerset Hills Regional (1924); and Great
Meadows Regtonal {1895},

in spite of the limitec number of regionalization efforts, many school
boards have explored the concept over the years. However, the plans
were either rejected by voters or, more often, died on the vine.

What stopped the plans? In the current decade, severai regionat-
ization discussions ended at the exploratory stage because of lack
of savings, increased emgpioymant casts, potential tax hikes in one
or more communities, or savings so limited as to make the upheaval
not worth the effort.

Prior to that, 2 1991 NJSBA task force indicated that school districts
tended to explore regionalization for educational reasons —expanded
curricuiar and co-curricuiar offerings. However, the efforts falled due
to financial factors; usually one community's taxes would spike or the
new district would suffer a loss of state aic.

At the time, NJSBA recommended state funding to .overcome
these financial chstacles.

Are there other drawbacks 1o regionalization? Yes, For exampie,
two current state laws could resuit in higher employment costs for
teachars and other unionized ernployvees, whose salaries ropresent the

‘majority of the district budget, immediately after reglonalization.

Are there benefits to regionalization? Expanded curicular and
extra-curricular offerings and improved coordination of curriculum
between elemeantary, middle school and high schoof could result from
regionalization. However, on two key measures of academic prog-
rass —standardized test scores and college adrmissions —a numizer of
high schoot-only districts rank among the highest in the state, indicating
that operating separate high schocl and elementary districts does not
preciude effective coordination of curriculum.

Combining two districts might also enable a reduction in central
office administrative poslitiions. However, these savings could be sur-
passed by increases in salaries for teachers and other unionized staff,
State law requires the largest school district’s teachear contract to be
the contract for averyone in the newly formed regional, Larger districts
tend to pay more. Any administrative savings could be offset due t0
many teachers "ramping up” to a better-paying contract.

Morgovar, administrative costs in New Jersey are low compared
10 other states. New Jersey ranks 40th among the states and District
of Columbia in the percantage of current expenses applied to central
office and school administration, according 1o the 1.8, Department
of Education's National Canter for Education Statistics.

The most-recent state-sporisored study of regionalization, the 1989
Assembly Task Force report on Regionalization, provided a balanced
view. It cited the potentlal educational, financial and administrative
benefits of voluntary reglonalization. At the same time, the study
concluded, "The decision 1o regionalize should be made on a case-
by-case asis since it is apparent.. that schoo! district regionalization
does not necessarily result in cost-savings across the board.”

HJSBA Regionalization Policies—Summary

« Voter Approval School district mergers should not take place
without prior referendum in each of the affected districts.

L

Feasibility Districts should be encouraged to regionalizs if thor-
ough study identifies educational and/or financial benefits.

-

Factors to Consider Regionalization studies should address
enrollment trends, goals, philosophy, board member appor-
tionment, racial balance, education program, tax rates, and
long-range implications. All findings should be forwarded to
the executive county superintendent, who should consider
these in determining the advisability of reglonglization.

¢ Funding Studies State aid should fund regionalization studies.

s Tax Reapportionment There should be a ten-year phase-in
of any fax-tevy Increases resuliing from rsapportionment of
costs following creation of a regional district.

For tha complate poficy, see NJSBA's "Positions and Folicies on Educa-
tion,” File Code 8300,




