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CAMDEN — Gov. Chris Christie and Cooper University Hospital Chairman George E. Norcross III locked arms Friday at an event celebrating education and second chances.

The unlikely pair was among speakers at a commencement ceremony for the Community Education Resource Network (CERN), a home-schooling program for dropouts and adults not accredited by the state but recognized by a few training schools in the region.

CERN exists because the public schools in Camden have failed, Christie and Norcross agreed.

"It is inexcusable that there are 3,000 kids in this city who are crying out for education and are trapped and have no ability to move," said Norcross, a wealthy insurance executive.

Christie said leaders in Trenton and "suits" like he and Norcross had failed students across the state over the years. But, he added, those receiving certificates were obligated to push for more.

"You can't just sit there today and accept what you've earned and think your job is over," Christie said. "Because if you do, you're just as much a part of the problem as the people who helped put you here in the first place."

"Cooper Hospital and my family's foundation are going to be involved in several new charter schools in the city of Camden," Norcross announced.

Norcross had previously signaled interest in establishing a new charter school in Camden, but Friday was the first time he stated definitively and in public that the wheels were already in motion.

It also was the first time Norcross said more than one alternative school was in the works. They could be open as soon as a year from now.

Besides being chairman of the board at Cooper, Norcross is actively involved in rehabilitating Camden's Lanning Square neighborhood. A new cancer institution and teaching hospital are among the major facilities already under way.

On a day following one of the most difficult for the Christie administration, the governor was abetted by an unlikely and powerful ally in Norcross, a Democratic National committeeman and among the most influential political figures in New Jersey.

More than 105 cap and gown-clad students from a wide range of ages sat in the Gordon Theater at Rutgers University as family, friends and dozens of fitful infants cheered them on from back rows.

Sitting alongside Christie and Norcross was a who's who of the school choice movement: Acting Education Commissioner Christopher Cerf and several executives representing Excellent Education for Everyone, or E3.

E3 donated yellow shirts bearing the slogan "Support the New Jersey Opportunity Scholarship Act (OSA)," handed to attendees as they entered the chilly auditorium. Dozens slipped the shirts over their clothing or waved them in the air while cheering speakers.

"I can tell you if one of my children weren't getting the quality education that America is supposed to provide, you can be damned sure I'd be raising a lot of hell," Norcross said, urging the crowd to voice their support for the OSA.

"It's now time for everyone in this room to raise some hell."

The OSA is a pilot corporate tax credit scholarship bill that would fund scholarships for low-income students attending the state's lowest-performing, chronically failing public schools. The scholarships would enable students to attend out-of-district public schools, or nonpublic schools anywhere in the state, that choose to participate in the program.

Taking a page from one of Christie's town hall meetings, Assemblyman Angel Fuentes, D-Camden, urged the 200-plus attendees to contact Speaker Sheila Y. Oliver, D-Essex, and tell her to move the bill along.

In an interview after the ceremony, Norcross said his interest in school choice was borne of moral obligation and old-fashioned capitalism.

"Cooper has long had a healthy percentage of Camden residents that worked for the institution," he said. "Around 10 to 12 percent of our total staff resides in the city."

A cleaner, safer Camden is clearly better for Cooper's bottom line. The Cherry Hill resident also aims to increase the percentage of employees who live in the city. The only way to do that is to build a more educated and capable work force in Camden.

"The better educated and more professional our organization, the better care our patients receive," he said.

An earlier version of the OSA was viewed as overly expansive. Republicans and South Jersey Democrats pushing for a more modest version say not sending it to Christie's desk before the summer recess would be a signal the State House ultimately does not care about failing schools.

But Steve Baker of the New Jersey Education Association said problems with the act ran much deeper.

"We don't believe the state should be using public funds to subsidize private and for-profit education, especially at a time the state Supreme Court has just ruled that funding cuts to public schools were so deep they were unconstitutional," he said.

But Naki Hutchinson, a teenage dropout and now a 30-year-old CERN graduate, said New Jersey lawmakers had to upend the status quo.

"It sucks. Nothing works," she said of Camden's public school system. "They have to start from scratch."

Reach Jane Roh at (856) 486-2919 or jroh@gannett.com
