New Jersey PTA Legislative Day
October 15, 2008
This year’s Legislative Day was very informative with several speakers discussing the state of New Jersey Education.  The following is a synopsis of what occurred at the meeting.

Welcome:  Diane Zierler, NJPTA President
Discussed how the local level is a very important part of PTA.  Upcoming Event:  Take your Family to School Week.  Look for this program in February.
Opening Remarks:
C. Andre Daniels, NJPTA Legislative Chair – Discussed the Core Curriculum Conference at the end of October.
Syvonne Forkin, NJPTA Federal Legislative Chair – There is a Federal Legislative Conference in March.  Member to Member has position alerts on issues PTA website:  www.pta.org  PTA is an advocacy group which benefits children.
Joseph R. Malone, III, Assemblyman (District 30) – Assemblyman Malone is on the Budget, Education, and Higher Education committees.  He has a background in education and has held elected office since 1973.  Regarding education in NJ, they are looking at state mandates to discern which are unnecessary.  Call (609)298-6250 to obtain a copy of these mandates.

Discussed bill S226 and A467 regarding legislating recess.  This bill will soon come up for a vote in the assembly.  There are questions about recess being taken away and the need for children to have free time.  There will be a Commission to look into this issue, which will work with the PTA.
School Funding formula – There will be a 2% increase.  However, the economic situation will lead to a lessening of this.  Malone can’t see how new programs like Pre-K can be implemented without funding.  Salaries and benefits drive the cost of education.  40% of income tax comes from 1% of the population.  Income tax revenue will drop as well as sales tax revenue.  There is an idea to lower the sales tax for the holiday season to stimulate sales. There was a 10% cut of administrator costs, which effected about 30% of school districts if they were over a certain level.  School districts need to be run more efficiently with safety and health issues the number one priority. There will also be a stimulus package of long-term construction projects.  School districts should not anticipate any more money from the state this year.
Other issues:  Teacher aid cuts – need adequate help in classroom; classroom size; high school graduation requirements, how do we make students ‘three-dimensionally’ involved in their education and give them the necessary life skills to succeed.  Have to pick and choose battles.  Executive superintendents make 1/3 to ½ the salary of school superintendants.  Malone feels this will not work.  The department can’t do what it is supposed to do. Concerned individuals have to be involved. 
John Donahue, NJ Association of School Business Officials.  Discussed the issue of efficiency.  There are 600 school districts in NJ.  Is that too many?  Does consolidation save money – not necessarily and it does have an impact on taxes. Non-operating school districts don’t have physical schools but have children which they send to other districts.  Executive superintendants will make recommendations on consolidations.  However, they don’t have the staff to accomplish this.  Adequacy is the standard for appropriate standard of spending in a school district.  
Linda R. Greenstein, Assemblywoman, Deputy Speaker since 2006.  (District 14) Discussed increase in EDA bond issue.  Increase was $2.5 million.  This was not put out for public vote.  The maintenance of school buildings is a big issue.  Greenstein is against S1607, the school voucher bill, but the bill is up in the legislature.  This bill will provide tax credits to corporations who provide vouchers to private schools.  

The pension and benefits reform discussion in the legislature would take back a lot of items gotten through collective bargaining.  There would be no buy back of time and the elimination of some part timers, as well as paying 1.5% more towards health insurance.  The retirement age would be rolled back.  This would save $100 million over 15 years.
The State Board of Education is appointed by the governor.  They put forth regulations and are in touch with Commissioner Lucille Davies to discuss issues.  LEE Leaders for Educational Excellence looks into issues like high school graduation requirements, realigning core curriculum standards and aligning high school curriculum so it can meet workforce needs.  They look at new ideas closely.  

There were two handouts, What’s Happening in Washington? and Speaking up for Every Child that gave useful information.  Here are some links:

www.Nationalpta.org  Join Member to Member on this website.  

www.state.nj.us  For information on legislative activities.
Respectfully submitted by Jackie Baumgarten – October 30, 2008
