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Introduction  

Salem County currently has a rich and varied system of education including seven PK-8 districts 

with sending/receiving agreements with area high schools, two PK-12 regional school districts, 

two stand-alone PK-12 districts, one PK-12 consolidated district serving two communities, a 

charter school, and a county vocational technical school. 

Salem County is struggling in terms of a number of key economic indicators (such as 

unemployment, job creation, and family wealth and income) when compared to the rest of the 

State.  Given that educational attainment of the population and the economic opportunity available 

to them are closely linked, there are two determinative questions facing the families of Salem 

County.  First, whether improving educational outcomes while relieving some of the property tax 

burden will improve the prosperity of the county.  And second, whether a new countywide school 

system will provide opportunities to make the programmatic investments and curricular and 

instructional changes necessary to support student achievement across all communities and for all 

families, so that they can make those educational improvements a reality.  The consultants believe 

that the answer to both questions is “yes.”  

Methodology 

This study evaluated the feasibility of a unification of all Salem County public school districts and 

the charter school into a single all-purpose (PK-12) regional school district serving the students of 

Salem County.  The study also examined an alternative scenario of creating two regional school 

districts, dividing the northern and southern regions in Salem County.  These options were then 

compared with the status quo including a discussion of the educational, racial, and financial 

implications of the proposed education scenarios.  

Option I: Creation of a single PK-12 Countywide Regional School District  

Demographics 

A demographic study was conducted in order to provide information regarding projected 

enrollments across the schools of the county over the next five and ten years as well as information 

regarding the population characteristics of the various communities in the county. 

The demographic study revealed that the population in Salem County declined 5.6% from the 2010 

Census.  With respect to historical enrollments (grades PK-12) in Salem County, there were 10,910 

students in 2019-20, which is slightly lower than its 2014-15 enrollment (11,035).  Looking to the 

future, enrollments (PK-12) in Salem County are projected to be fairly stable for the next six years 

before declining.  Applying this enrollment information to building capacity, the majority of 

schools currently have a surplus in classroom seating and this surplus will continue into the future.  

 The demographic study also examined the racial impact of the proposed unification.  It found that 

over the last six years, the percentage of minority students has increased from 36.47% in 2014-15 

to 40.68% in 2019-20, a gain of 4.21 percentage points, primarily due to the growing Hispanic 
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population.  The school districts in Salem County have varying degrees of racial diversity.  With 

the exception of the Penns Grove-Carneys Point Regional School District, the Salem City School 

District, and the Creativity CoLaboratory Charter School, Whites are the majority race in each 

district.  As it is anticipated that all children will continue to be educated in the same buildings in 

which they currently are housed, reconfiguration alone would not change the racial make-up of 

these schools. Therefore, there would be no negative racial impact upon creating a countywide 

regional school district. 

Educational Impact 

In analyzing the educational impact of the proposed reconfigurations, the consultants have 

concluded that each of the proposed reconfigurations would meet New Jersey’s educational 

requirements and would provide an opportunity for a thorough and efficient education for all the 

students currently served by the collective school districts in Salem County.     

The consultants found that students in all of the schools of the county will have the opportunity to 

receive a higher quality education in the event that a unified county-based system is approved by 

the voters and implemented.  The consultants also believe that there will be a substantial 

opportunity for the improvement of programs and services for special populations as greater 

expertise and efficiency is developed at the county level.  Finally, a countywide system not only 

will facilitate coordination across educational providers but across workforce development entities 

in the county. 

As the county moves toward a vision of educational opportunity, it also must look to a vision of 

educational equality.  In this report, the consultants also looked at how student demographic 

characteristics correlate with student performance throughout the schools of the county and found 

that educational opportunity is less likely to be available to students of color and limited economic 

means.  In this regard, the schools serving Penns Grove-Carneys Point and Salem City have much 

lower student performance outcomes and much different student populations in terms of race, 

ethnicity and socio-economic factors than other schools in the county.  One option that should be 

considered by the new board of education to address this issue would be to expand the choice 

options that already have been embraced by many districts in the county.   

In regard to the charter school (given its small size, unique mission, and the fact that the charter 

school serves many students outside of the county), the consultants recommend that the school not 

be included in the unification being contemplated.  Exclusion of the charter school also would 

improve the financial position of each district since it does not directly contribute tax levy to the 

new regional. 

Almost half of the districts in Salem County participate in the Interdistrict Public School Choice 

Program (N.J.S.A. 18A:36B-14.)  Although program enrollment is very small (with only around 

40 total available seats in 2021-22 and half of that number allocated to Pittsgrove), the consultants 

recommend that the new unified board continue to offer a school choice option (intra-district) to 
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provide programmatic options for students and to further efforts to diversify the various schools, 

and specialized educational programming of the district.   

Finally, the consultants recommended that, during the initial five-year period, all students and staff 

remain in their current assignments in order to facilitate the transition in governance.  They did not 

identify any obstacles to unification arising from the area of educational programs and services.   

Governance 

In the area of Governance, the consultants recommend that the county consider using an 

apportionment structure that provides each community with one member on the board (15-member 

board of education) with weighted voting based on population.  This will ensure that all 

communities have a voice and eliminate the need for regional at-large elections.   

In order to ensure robust communication during the transition period, the consultants recommend 

that the membership of the local boards of education continue to serve as a School Based 

Management Committee ("SBMC") which will provide a temporary bridge between each 

community and the newly created Salem County Unified Board of Education.  In this regard, the 

SBMC will be deemed to be an advisory body to the unified county board of education. 

Given the importance of having a local voice in matters of curriculum and instruction, the 

consultants would recommend that the unified board create a Salem County PK-12 Curriculum 

Council which will consist of administrators and teachers from each school in the county as a 

standing curriculum coordinating committee.   

The authors recommend a phased approach to governance unification over a ten-year period of 

time in order to reflect the evolutionary nature of the integration process.  This can be seen as a 

continuation of a process begun years ago, given that Salem County school districts have become 

increasingly more inter-related over time through the sharing of services and programs.  The 

authors recommend that the first five-year period be a period of status quo during which the new 

countywide entity will begin to create the new structures and relationships necessary to ensure 

success in the future.  During this period, decisions involving classroom instruction; staffing; 

supplies and equipment; and building maintenance will continue to be driven at the local level.  

These decisions will migrate to the county-level during the second five-year period.    

Financial Implications 

The study also examined the financial implications of the unification.  In regard to the impact on 

State aid, the study found that New Jersey does not currently offer assurances that aid for a unified 

district will remain unchanged from the total received by the constituent districts prior to 

unification. Although the study does not anticipate major differences in equalization and 

categorical aids under regionalization compared to the status quo, interdistrict choice aid would be 

negatively impacted by regionalization.  The consultants recommend a legislative change (as 

discussed below) that will provide financial security and eliminate one uncertainty for the 

communities being asked to approve a new regional structure.   
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One of the main drivers of the unified district budget will be staff compensation.  The study found 

that starting salaries currently vary widely in the county, with Oldmans offering the highest starting 

salary at $58,763, while Elsinboro offers the lowest at $48,681.  The median teachers’ salary 

ranges from $51,940 (Elsinboro) to $67,400 (Alloway) across the constituent districts.  If, initially, 

all the teachers are placed on a guide at no increase in cost (which is permissible under current 

State law) and, assuming that future increases would be no larger than they would be under the 

status quo scenario, the salary costs would not be an impediment to unification.   

The consultants also examined the potential cost savings that may flow from unification.  Based 

on a review of the audited financials of the districts and the charter school, and applying these 

methodologies, the consultants have concluded that countywide regionalization could result in an 

overall annual tax levy savings of $6,850,000 due to a number of identified costs.  The redundancy 

in central office positions account for much of the savings.  In addition to the savings of the salaries 

and benefits related to the above staff, the expenditures for audit fees, NJSBA dues, insurance 

premiums, and similar items are expected to be lower than the sum of the items for fourteen 

separate institutions. In terms of efficiency, the study noted that larger districts offer improved 

efficiencies and economies when purchasing goods and services.     

In terms of borrowing margin to fund needed capital projects, the study concluded that the 

maximum borrowing margin will increase in the unified county district by $17.7 million, with the 

total amount available for future borrowing being $146,231,427. 

The costs of transportation often provide an incentive for regionalization and the authors found 

that the unified district will be able to reduce transportation costs in a number of ways.  First, it 

can use existing bus capacity to exploit any significant price differentials and bring the highest 

cost routes in-house thereby maximizing savings.  Second, and perhaps more importantly, having 

a credible in-district service applies pricing pressure on contractors to keep prices down or face 

losing the work to the district.  A healthy balance of contracted and in-house routes means 

reasonable pricing and available extra capacity for flexibility and emergencies.  Third, it also 

appears that changes in bell schedules can yield some savings in coordinating bus routes.   

With regard to the overall financial implications, the study concluded that larger districts have an 

increased ability to absorb external shocks such as unexpected out-of-district special education 

placements, mechanical and building breakdowns, and more recently, pandemic response.  Larger 

organizations can afford to maintain expertise across the enterprise.  That expertise includes skill 

sets in academic subject specific areas as well as operational functions.  A regionalized district 

will diversify risks which can help reduce costs for health insurance, general liability, and workers’ 

compensation, to name just a few. A regional district will increase expertise since larger 

organizations can afford to maintain expertise across the enterprise (such as, for example, 

employing a licensed electrician or plumber).   

The consultants also examined various methods for allocating the funding of the new regional 

through the tax levy.  None of the allocation methods traditionally allowed by law will result in all 
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communities experiencing a savings as compared with their current levy under the status quo.   An 

allocation based 100% on pupil enrollment from each community, would result in eleven of the 

fifteen communities experiencing a reduction in tax levy as compared to the status quo.  However, 

Penns Grove, Quinton, Salem City, and Woodstown would incur additional annual tax levies.  The 

100% equalized value allocation method would result in nine of fifteen communities with a lower 

tax levy.  Alloway, Elsinboro, Lower Alloways Creek, Oldmans, Quinton, and Upper Pittsgrove 

would see an increase in tax levy under this methodology. 

As more fully discussed below, the consultants described a legislative change that will allow the 
Salem communities to allocate costs outside of the constraints of the current statutory scheme to 
facilitate movement to a regional tax levy.  Indeed, the study analyzed legislation passed by both 
houses of the State legislature and, pending action by the Governor, which would authorize such 
a transitional allocation method.  

** As of January 18, 2022, this legislation has passed and the transitional 
allocation mechanism proposed by the study, if approved by the 
Commissioner of Education, can be implemented to ensure savings for all 
communities.  Once approved by the Commissioner, this transitional 
mechanism may be utilized for up to a ten-year period. 

We recommend a transitional allocation mechanism using current tax levies to proportion future 
allocations.  This would ensure each community pays no more than the current tax levy relative to 
the other members of the new county regional.  Also, the transitional allocation ensures that each 
community benefits from the same percent savings whether the actual savings are higher or lower 
than anticipated.  Using this new transitional allocation methodology, every community would 
save the same proportion, 7.95%, of its respective public educational tax levy.  The actual dollar 
amount will vary according to the total tax levy paid by each community, but every community 
would enjoy the savings.   

Following this transitional period, we recommend the adoption of a permanent allocation of 100% 
equalized valuation allocation method.  The permanent allocation would phase in over the 
maximum period permitted by law. Under the recently passed legislation, a ten-year phase-in is 
permitted.  This would result in the permanent allocation being effective twenty years after the 
district is formed.  

Option II: Creation of two PK-12 Regional School Districts (North and South)  

The consultants also examined the alternative scenario, involving dividing the county in half 

resulting in a Northern Salem Regional district and a Southern Salem Regional district.  The 

demarcation line would run through the southernmost border of Carneys Point and Pilesgrove so 

that the sending districts to Penns Grove High School and Woodstown High School will remain in 

the Northern Salem region.  In this scenario, we would recommend that Salem County Vocational 

Technical School District remain under its current governance structure in order to serve both 

regionals.   
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In this scenario, the Northern Regional would consist of 62-64% of the countywide enrollment in 

the next ten years while the Southern Regional would consit of 36-38%.  In addition, the racial 

make-up of each district would be fairly similar. In 2019-20, Northern Salem County Regional 

would have been 58.36% White and 41.64% minority, while Southern Salem County Regional 

would have been 58.68% White and 41.32% minority, which is almost identical.   

In terms of the educational impact, the findings and analysis regarding the comparability of the 

schools and educational needs would remain the same under a county unification versus a North-

South configuration.  The consultants also believe that both regionals would be of sufficient size 

to put into place the centralized functions in such areas as curriculum and instruction, data 

collection and analysis, professional development, programs for special populations, human 

resources and talent recruitment, and school safety that would make regionalization a desirable 

option.  We note, however, that the smaller sized regional districts may not have the budget to 

develop the capacity to deliver the anticipated full range of expertise and supports in the areas 

described above and, therefore, may be less effective in doing so (when compared to a full unified 

county regional option).  On the other hand, the North-South scenario may make initiatives such 

as increasing school choice easier to accomplish given the more compact nature of the regional.  It 

also may make such functions as transportation and joint program development easier given the 

smaller number of schools and geographic area.  The ability of the two new regional boards of 

education to understand the educational issues of the various communities at a detailed level and 

communicate with the various stakeholders also would be easier under a North-South scenario 

than under a countywide proposal.  

In terms of financial implications, the newly established northern and southern regionals are 

estimated to generate annual savings of $3.8 million and $1 million, respectively.  The combined 

total of $4.8 million is about $2 million less than the savings generated from the full unified county 

regional.  Regarding the allocation of the tax levy, similar to the discussion above regarding the 

unified district, none of the allocation methods will result in tax reductions for every community.  

A transitional allocation can work also in this scenario. 
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Feasibility Study Recommendation 

For the reasons set forth above, the dissolution of the existing regional, consolidated, and 

sending/receiving relationships and the creation of either (1) a new PK-12 countywide regional 

school district or (2) two regional-based PK-12 regional school districts would have clear 

educational benefits for the students of all communities and would present the potential for the 

communities of Salem County to share in financial savings arising out of this reconfiguration.  The 

consultants' recommendation, therefore, is that the communities pursue one of these alternative 

regional configurations. However, the new PK-12 countywide regional school district results in 

increased savings and increased opportunities for educational improvement over the two regional-

based PK-12 districts.   


