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CHERRY HILL — Carusi Middle School prides itself on a character education program so ingrained that creating a caring community is inseparable from every other aspect of school life.

The Cherry Hill school is a finalist for a prestigious national award that recognizes shining examples of character education -- life lessons that go well beyond the minimums mandated in New Jersey and a number of other states.

Winners will be announced in May.

The Washington-D.C. based Character Education Partnership -- a coalition that helps foster character education in schools -- earlier this month named Carusi among 50 finalists for this year's award.

"If our belief is in civic virtue, what are we doing -- and what do we need to do?" Carusi Principal Kirk Rickansrud said.

"Are kids getting it? It's a lot of work."

This is the third year Carusi has undergone the CEP's rigorous application process. Award criteria discourage most institutions from entering, or disqualify them outright. This year, only 140 schools submitted entries, CEP spokeswoman Rebecca Sipos said.

Carusi is one of only five middle schools in the running.

"Character education is harder to cultivate at that level," said Sipos, who noted there are also just four high school finalists.

"It's harder to get 100 percent buy-in in middle and high school, because the schools are larger and a lot of (those) teachers don't see character education as their mission as much."

That's far from the case at Carusi, which got an honorable mention the first year it applied for the award and was named a New Jersey School of Character in 2010 and this year.

"Middle school is where students need character education the most," said special education teacher Theresa Wisniewski, who is on Carusi's character education committee.

"It's when all sorts of choices come their way."

Each of the school's 9 "houses" -- sixth, seventh and eighth grades broken into three houses each -- chooses an annual service-learning project. The school has an annual Veterans Day project and an ongoing relationship with Kenya's Maasai tribe.

Carusi students write books for Maasai children and raise money to help provide clean water for the tribe.

"Over the years, these partnerships become part of the culture here," Rickansrud said.

"It's all fun stuff and very rewarding for everyone involved."

Assistant Principal Ric Miscioscia said the connections between students, staff, parents and the community at large are key.

"The interpersonal relationships provide a personal gut check for us to see if we are doing all we can to help kids become good citizens," Miscioscia said.

Students are enthusiastic about character education, which permeates everything at Carusi -- even after-school sports, where girls and boys sign contracts to act as good citizens.

"Teachers are really helpful," said eighth-grader Herjay Morales, 13.

"They teach us how to be responsible and (to be) the kind of student who gets along with people."

Seventh-grader Rebecca Horner, 13, is a peer leader who helps motivate other students.

"This year, our house decided to clean out the school courtyard," she said. "We do things that make you a better person and . . . make you feel better about yourself."

Only three South Jersey schools have won the national character award since its inception in 1998. Collingswood's Zane North Elementary won in 2006, followed by Monroe's Radix Elementary in 2007. Cherry Hill's Rosa International Middle School won in 2008.

Rosa won a $20,000 prize, but this year's cash award has not been decided, Sipos said. The CEP is waiting to hear whether it will receive grants to help determine how much each national winner gets. It also hopes to name more winners than usual, which could also dilute the purse.

While Carusi would welcome a cash prize, that's not what is motivating it.

"We have a good school," Miscioscia said.

"What drives us is how we can make it better."
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