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CHERRY HILL — One day after announcing the state would seek a waiver from the federal No Child Left Behind requirements, Gov. Chris Christie and his education commissioner stopped by a Cherry Hill elementary school Tuesday to tout curriculum standards reforms.

After arriving at the Joseph D. Sharp School, Christie sat down with a group of first graders and shared some light banter about summer vacation, what the students will be learning this year and the importance of reading.

One tousle-haired youngster displayed his burgeoning imagination, entertaining Christie with stories about his trips to the shore and various encounters with marine life.

“I was on a surfboard and hit a shark,” said Mason Torpey.

“I knocked out his tooth. Then I got bit by two crabs and a lobster.”

“Was that at dinner?” asked Christie, who then invited the child to return to Trenton with him.

“You’re very brave,” Christie told Mason. “You should come back with me. People are trying to bite me all the time. I need somebody to rip them off me.”

Afterward, Christie spoke about Common Core Standards (CCS), a state-wide system adopted by New Jersey school districts last year.

The CCS, Christie explained, will ensure students receive the skills needed for college by focusing on math and language arts.

Education Commissioner Chris Cerf called the CCS one of four building blocks being put into place in state schools to improve education. The others are accountability, talent and innovation.

“As we look at the reforms and the reorganization of the Department of Education, it starts in that first-grade classroom,” Christie said. “If (students) fall behind in the first grade, second grade, it affects their test scoring, their aptitude and — of more concern — their confidence.

“We needed to make these core standards more meaningful and relevant for today’s world.

“And we needed to make sure our students are on track to go to college or start a career. Whichever they choose.”

Sharp Principal Robert Homer said he was contacted Monday by Cherry Hill Superintendent Maureen Reusche about Christie’s visit.

“Dr. Reusche had spoken with the Camden County Commissioner of Education, who was evidently impressed with how quickly the Cherry Hill district had moved forward with the CCS,” Homer said.

“Sharp has been at the forefront introducing the new standards, and that’s why we were chosen.”

Homer indicated the new math standards have already been instituted in grades K-2 at Sharp, and the language arts standards will be rolled out this year.

“With these standards, we can provide clear expectations to the kids about what they should know.

“Our teachers become very familiar with (the system) and they then formulate their assessments to coincide with the standards.”

Christie said New Jersey is one of 44 states that has signed onto the standards system, and it has joined 23 others and the District of Columbia in developing new K-12 math and language arts assessments.

Cerf called the adoption of the CCS a revolution for New Jersey education.

“This is a very important moment for public education,” Cerf exclaimed.

“The CCS allows us to move toward a new, different and vastly superior set of standards that will focus on students’ knowledge and the ability of the student to implement that knowledge.”

He added the state is working closely with school districts to implement the full standards system over the course of three years.

The DOE held more than 300 presentations for teachers and administrators in the last year to provide an overview of the new standards.

Schools are scheduled to implement the language arts standards in grades K-12 and math grades 3-5 and 9-12 in the 2012-13 school year.

In 2013-14, districts will introduce math standards in grades 6-8.
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