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About This Q&A
School Budget & Operational Question  |  Community Questions and Answers
This document is intended to serve as an educational and communication resource for the Saddle River community. Its purpose is to provide clear, easy-to-understand information about New Jersey public school budgeting, the regulations that guide the budget process, and operational questions presented to voters.
This is a living document and will continue to be updated as additional questions are received and new information becomes available on a monthly basis.
1 Are New Jersey public school districts responsible for educating students after age 18?
ANSWER
Yes. Eligible students with disabilities are entitled to a free appropriate public education through age 21. If a student turns 21 during the school year, services generally continue through the end of that school year. The resident district remains responsible for the student’s IEP services, tuition, and required transportation, even if the student attends an outside program.
2 How does New Jersey calculate a school district’s per-pupil cost?
ANSWER
New Jersey’s Budgetary Cost Per Pupil (PPC) is a reporting measure used to compare certain operating costs among school districts.
Per-Pupil Cost = Included District Expenses ÷ On-Roll Student Enrollment
PPC is an average. It is not the exact amount spent on each student at Wandell nor the tuition amount for a student or the district’s total cost of educating all students. Saddle River’s per‑pupil cost reflects our unique structure as a PK–5 district responsible for PK–12 services. Because NJDOE divides districtwide costs by only the number of students at Wandell, our PPC will always appear higher than larger districts. This number does not measure educational quality or fiscal responsibility ,it is simply a reporting formula. We remain committed to delivering an exceptional educational experience while managing taxpayer resources responsibly
What Is Included?
The calculation generally includes:
•  Classroom Instruction: In District Teachers, instructional aides, substitutes salaries and employee benefits
•  Classroom Supplies/Textbooks
•  Classroom Purchased Services: bilingual, basic skills, vocational, PT, OT, ST for non district staff (grades 6-12)
•  Support Services: Child Study Team, nursing, guidance, and social work services Salaries and benefits. Evaluations, IEPS,case management and mental health.(Grades PK-12)
•  Administration and Board of Education services (including salaries and benefits)
•  Technology, utilities, maintenance, and custodial services  (including salaries and benefits)
•  Professional development, safety, and required compliance services
What Is Not Included?
Several major expenses are excluded, including:
•  Tuition paid to other public or private schools
•  Student transportation
•  Residential placement costs
•  Debt-service payments and certain facilities costs
•  Judgments against the district
Why Can Saddle River’s PPC Appear High?
Saddle River is a small PK–5 district that must provide required educational, administrative, operational, and student-support services regardless of enrollment.
Because these costs are divided among a smaller number of on-roll students, Saddle River’s PPC may appear higher than that of a larger district. A higher PPC does not, by itself, mean the district is overspending.  The included district expenses also includes costs associated with educating some of students in grades 6-12 even though they are excluded from the denominator.
Please Note: Enrollment Growth Will Affect PPC
As Wandell School and the Saddle River School District increase in enrollment, fixed operating costs will be divided among more students. If enrollment grows faster than included expenses, the district’s PPC is expected to decline.
Please Note: Always Check the Date
State enrollment and financial reports are often based on data from one or two years earlier. Online reports may not reflect Saddle River’s current enrollment growth or financial circumstances. Always check the school year and publication date before comparing enrollment, spending, or per-pupil costs.
For example when looking at the user-friendly 2025-2026 budget:
For each per pupil cost indicator, the 2022-23 Actual per pupil cost (Column 1) and the 2023-24 Actual per pupil cost (Column 2) represents the total audited expenditures listed below divided by the actual average daily enrollment for the respective school year. The 2024-25 Original Budget per pupil cost (Column 3) represents the total original budgeted appropriations for the applicable lines listed below divided by total pupils on roll as of October 15, 2024 as reported in the original budget. The 2024-25 Revised Budget per pupil cost and the 2025-26 Proposed Budget per pupil cost represents the total budgeted appropriations for the applicable lines listed below divided by the total pupils on roll as of October 15, 2024 and total projected pupils on roll as of October 15, 2025 as reported in the Budget Statement for School Year 2025-26. At the end of the school year once the audit is complete and the audited numbers are entered/updated into the budget and recalculated.
3 Why is the cost of educating a student increasing faster than the Consumer Price Index?
ANSWER
The Consumer Price Index, or CPI, measures the price of goods and services purchased by households. It does not directly measure the specialized costs of operating a public school district. While national CPI was approximately 3.5% in June 2026, many school expenses have increased at substantially higher rates.
The cost of education is rising because schools are highly dependent on expenses such as:
•  Rapidly increasing health insurance costs
•  Special education programs and required services
•  Student transportation
•  Utilities, insurance, technology, and contracted services
•  State and federal educational and safety requirements
•  Out-of-district tuition
•  Employee salaries and benefits
Per-pupil costs can also rise when enrollment is flat or decreases because districts must still maintain teachers, buildings, transportation, and required student services. Our Saddle River Per Pupil Rate will decrease as our enrollment rises.
4 How are public and private schools funded in New Jersey?
ANSWER
New Jersey public schools are primarily funded through local property taxes, State aid, and federal grants. They must accept and educate all eligible resident students, regardless of academic ability, disability, behavior, or the cost of required services.
Private schools are primarily funded through tuition, donations, fundraising, grants, religious organizations, and endowments. Unlike public schools, private schools may establish admissions requirements and deny admission, subject to applicable laws.
Private schools may also benefit from limited tax dollars for transportation, textbooks, nursing, security, technology, remedial instruction, and certain special education services. These funds are restricted and are generally managed by the public school district. Please note : Per-Pupil Cost is not equal to Tuition Rate
5 Can’t we have incremental increases in the levy as we deem the need arises?
ANSWER
The very preliminary number that was presented in August was the projected number to balance the budget. Any number that is presented in future will be to balance the budget for the upcoming year and will not be inflated to cover multiple years.
While enrollment is a large factor, it is not the only driver requiring us to pose a question. Healthcare, salaries, utilities, liability insurance, transportation and special education make up a substantial part of the increases which have all increased well above 2%.
If expenses do not stabilize in the future, there is great potential for the need to have a vote every year. Voting every year on the budget was the norm before the 2% cap was introduced in 2011.
6 Who developed this proposal?
ANSWER
The proposal was developed by the Superintendent and Business Administrator using information from the district’s demographic study, prior budgets, historical financial data, and projected student enrollment.
To determine the projected funding needed, the Superintendent and Business Administrator considered anticipated costs associated with:
•  Existing district expenses and anticipated future cost increases (Utilities, liability insurance,etc.)
•  Special education programs and required services
•  Student transportation
•  Tuition for students attending receiving districts
•  Increased student enrollment
•  Additional teachers needed in certain grade levels to prevent overcrowding
•  Salaries and benefits
These factors were applied to the district’s current and historical budget data to develop the proposed funding amount.
7 Who approves the proposal and places it on the ballot?
ANSWER
The Superintendent presents the district’s current financial forecast and projected budget needs during a public Board of Education meeting. However, the Superintendent does not have the authority to place an operational question on the ballot.
The Board of Education must vote to approve placing an operational question on an upcoming election ballot. If approved by the Board, the question is then presented to Saddle River voters, who ultimately decide whether to authorize a permanent increase in the district’s annual tax levy to support the school budget.
8 What exactly would the additional money be used for?
ANSWER
The additional funding would be used to support the district’s operating budget as student enrollment and required services continue to grow.
The funding would help cover costs associated with:
•  Tuition for Saddle River students attending receiving districts
•  Special education programs and required services
•  Student transportation
•  Additional teachers, support staff, and specialized service providers
•  Employee salaries and benefits
•  Building operations, maintenance, and utilities
•  Classroom supplies, technology, and instructional materials
•  Educational programs and student resources
•  Other operating costs associated with increased enrollment
All additional revenue would be used to support the Saddle River School District’s annual operating budget and provide the staff, services, supplies, facilities, and educational resources necessary to meet students’ needs.
9 Why is this a permanent tax increase rather than a temporary levy?
ANSWER
Yes, an operational question does permanently increase the district’s tax levy base. A Board of Education would only place an operational question on the ballot after determining that the district does not have sufficient recurring revenue to meet its ongoing expenses. One of the few mechanisms available to increase long‑term revenue is to raise the tax levy base.
If the funds from an operational question were not added to the levy base, they would function as one‑time revenue. The district would receive the benefit for that single year, but the following year it would revert back to the lower levy base and face the same structural revenue shortfall all over again. The permanent adjustment to the base is what allows the district to stabilize its finances and avoid repeated annual deficits.
10  It was recently reported that Saddle River has one of the highest costs per student in the state, at approximately $47,000 per student, compared with a statewide average of approximately $22,000, or approximately $29,000 when looking at total spending. Would the new proposal bring Saddle River's cost to approximately $64,000 per student?
ANSWER
No. The proposed operational question would not raise Saddle River’s cost per pupil to    $64,000.
It’s important to understand the number being referenced.  New Jersey’s Budgetary Cost Per Pupil is not a measure of how much it costs to educate a single student at Wandell School. It is a reporting formula created by the NJDOE to compare certain operating costs across districts. That formula does not work well for districts like Saddle River, which operate a PK–5 school but also pay for services for grades 6–12 through sending agreements.
Because of this, the NJDOE calculation includes costs for our 6–12 students, but divides those costs only by the number of students enrolled at Wandell School. This inflates Saddle River’s reported cost per pupil and makes it appear much higher than districts with traditional K–12 structures.
The operational question does not change the cost‑per‑pupil formula. It is simply a tool districts use when expenses exceed revenues and the budget is at risk of becoming unbalanced. An operational question increases the tax levy base, which increases revenue, but revenue is not part of the NJDOE’s cost‑per‑pupil calculation.
So while the operational question increases revenue needed to maintain programs and staffing, it does not cause the NJDOE’s cost‑per‑pupil figure to jump to $64,000.
11  Compared with approximately $3,000 in Ramsey, and is nearly three times the state average. Why is Saddle River's facilities and maintenance cost so high?
ANSWER
Saddle River’s facilities and maintenance cost looks high because of how the state calculates the per‑pupil rate, not because we spend unusually on our building.
$7,403 X 115 = $851,345  Saddle River versus $3,674 X 2,382 = $8,751,486 Ramsey.
The NJDOE data being referenced is from 2023–24, which is typical because audited financials lag by about two years. In that year, Wandell had 115 students. The state’s formula takes our total facilities and maintenance costs which include utilities, custodial staff, cleaning supplies, grounds care, and building maintenance and divides that number only by the students enrolled at Wandell.
When you divide a full building’s operating costs by a very small student population, the per‑pupil number will always appear high.
For comparison, Ramsey had 2,382 students across five school buildings plus district offices. Their total facilities and maintenance costs were spread across a much larger enrollment and more buildings, which naturally produces a lower per‑pupil figure. It does not mean they spend less per building; only that their costs are divided by far more students.
This is why per‑pupil maintenance figures can be misleading for small districts like Saddle River. We still must operate and maintain a full school building and grounds regardless of enrollment, and we prioritize keeping that environment safe, clean, and well‑maintained for our students and staff.
12  What has the Board done to reduce costs before asking taxpayers for more money?
ANSWER
The Wandell Board of Education has taken numerous steps to reduce expenses, improve operational efficiency, and maximize taxpayer dollars while maintaining the quality of education our students deserve.
Staffing and Cost Reductions
•  As teachers have retired, positions have not been replaced, allowing the district to reduce staffing costs through attrition.
•  Currently, Wandell has just one teacher per grade level, with the exception of one grade that has two sections. Class sizes in Grades 1–5 range from approximately 20–26 students.
•  The district strategically utilizes part-time paraprofessionals to meet student needs while minimizing healthcare benefit costs associated with full-time employment.
Shared Services
The Board has established cost-saving shared service agreements, including:
•  Business Office: Shared business administration services.
•  Department of Public Works (DPW): Shared grounds and maintenance services.
•  Class III Officer: Partnership with the municipality to support school safety. (November 2026)
Additional Cost-Saving Measures
•  Participated in transportation cost-saving programs, cooperative purchasing and bidding agreements, and energy efficiency initiatives.
•  Established the Wonder Programs, allowing students who might otherwise require costly out-of-district placements to receive specialized services within Wandell, while increasing opportunities for inclusion and reducing tuition and transportation expenses.
•  Reviewed vendor contracts to identify savings, eliminated nonessential expenditures, and streamlined purchasing, supplies, and ordering practices.
The Board remains committed to fiscal responsibility. These measures reflect ongoing efforts to control costs, share resources, and operate efficiently. However, despite these reductions, rising mandated expenses, special education costs, transportation, healthcare, and tuition continue to place significant pressure on the district's operating budget.
13  What is surplus, and why does the district have money in savings?
ANSWER
Surplus is money remaining at the end of a fiscal year. Like a household savings account, these funds help the district prepare for unexpected expenses, maintain its facilities, and support future budgets. However, not all surplus funds can be used for everyday operating expenses.
14  Why can't the district use all of its surplus to balance the budget?
ANSWER
Under New Jersey regulations, certain funds are restricted or designated for specific purposes. These include:
•  Capital Reserve: Major building repairs and improvements, such as replacing boilers or septic systems.
•  Maintenance Reserve: Ongoing building maintenance and upkeep.
•  Emergency Reserve: Unexpected emergency expenses.
•  Assigned Funds: Money already designated for future expenses or budgets.
•  Restricted Funds: Money legally required to be spent on specific programs or purposes.
These funds cannot simply be transferred into the operating budget.
15  What is excess surplus, and how is it used?
ANSWER
Excess surplus is unrestricted money remaining above the amount the district is legally permitted to retain.
Each year, independent auditors review the district's finances and identify any excess surplus. Under state regulations, these funds are generally applied toward future budgets, helping reduce the amount taxpayers must contribute.
16  Why can't the district use its Capital Reserve to cover the budget shortfall?
ANSWER
Capital Reserve funds are intended for major building projects outlined in the district's Long-Range Facilities Plan, such as roof, boiler, or septic system replacements.
These funds are regulated by the state and generally cannot be used for everyday operating expenses. Maintaining these reserves also helps the district avoid asking taxpayers to fund major repairs through future bond referendums.
17  Has the Board already used surplus to reduce taxes?
ANSWER
Yes. The Board has already used substantial surplus funds to balance the 2026–2027 budget.
The district applied approximately $1.56 million in fund balance, along with available healthcare and enrollment adjustments and the permitted tax levy increase, to close its budget gap.
Using these funds reduced the amount that otherwise would have needed to be raised from taxpayers.
18  If the operational question passes and the district doesn't spend all the money, what happens to the remaining funds?
ANSWER
Any funds not spent become part of the district's year-end financial position and are reviewed through the annual audit.
If excess surplus is identified, state regulations generally require those funds to be applied to future budgets, helping reduce future taxpayer costs.
The Board has already demonstrated this practice by using surplus funds to help balance the 2026–2027 budget.
19  Why is additional funding needed if the district has been saving money and reducing costs?
ANSWER
While the Board has made significant reductions and utilized available surplus, the cost of operating the district continues to rise faster than the revenue permitted under the state's regular tax levy limits.
Expenses such as healthcare, special education, transportation, and tuition continue to increase. Surplus can help bridge a budget gap temporarily, but it is not a sustainable source of funding for recurring expenses.
The Board's goal is to maintain a strong educational program while remaining financially responsible to the community.
LEARN MORE
Please review the September Board of Education budget presentation by Dr. Macones for additional financial information.
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