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TRENTON — The state Department of Education on Friday announced the selection of four more charter schools scheduled to open next September, including two in South Jersey under the leadership of people who’ve made news before.

Regis Academy Charter School, a regional school that will be located in Cherry Hill but open to students from Cherry Hill, Lawnside, Somerdale and Voorhees, is the creation of Amir Khan and Calvin Brown, pastors at Solid Rock Worship Center on the Camden Diocese’s former Holy Rosary Parish site.

Last year, Khan was in the spotlight when he rallied congregants of his thousand-member, nondenominational church to reach out to aid homeless people who were living in Camden’s Tent City.

Regis Charter is expected to open with 250 students in kindergarten through grade four, adding a grade level and 50 students per year until it reaches grade eight and 450 students. It would become the first South Jersey school to follow the MicroSociety program, an innovative system where children create a microcosm of the real world.

Knowledge A to Z Charter School is slated to open in Camden. Its plans call for 400 students in kindergarten through grade four, and has Marcella Dalsey of Haddonfield listed as its founder.

Dalsey, a project developer, event planner and marketing specialist, serves as executive director of the Drew A. Katz Foundation, which champions the downtrodden and has partnerships with Camden City Public Schools and the Camden Charter School Network, to name just two.

While Camden is already home to a number of charter schools, Regis Charter would be the first to open in Cherry Hill. A charter school approved for the suburban district in 2006 for a 2007 opening failed to materialize when the founder ran into funding issues.

Khan, a Voorhees resident described on Solid Rock’s website as “a bold, energetic, humorous and powerful personality,” has developed mentoring programs for the underserved and for ex-offenders. His church includes a day care center and school and a hospitality training institution, but he emphasized that the public charter school will be in another area of the six-acre campus, completely separate from the church facilities.

He said he is excited to have gained state approval for the school. “Even in the days of Tent City, it was about education reform,” Khan said. “That’s why we’re starting with kindergarten. If we catch children at this age, we’re not going to have them ending up in Tent Cities, and in jail.”

Brown, of Mullica Hill, knew of the MicroSociety program because his own daughters went through it in Tulsa, Okla.

“MicroSociety is a hands-on approach to education, which helps students answer the question of ‘Why do I need to know this?’ It creates a mini functional society in which students can choose their own form of government and create their own constitution,” Brown said.

Students write business plans, develop storefronts and products, and receive immediate and tangible rewards for mastery of basic skills. Real-world concepts are introduced into core curriculum and instruction.

“Students are much better off in terms of the global marketplace. They learn not just how to be a citizen in society, but how to influence that society,” Brown said.

MicroSociety has been adopted by hundreds of schools in 40 states and is known as a comprehensive school reform model. Brown said students in the program score higher on standardized tests than their counterparts in traditional public schools.

Khan expects start-up costs to run about $250,000, but said Regis Charter will keep costs down because it is in a consortium with four North Jersey charter schools also set to open next September.

He said Regis has begun accepting applications. Admission to the school is free on a first-come, first-served basis to students in the four districts being served.

Under the Christie administration, the DOE has approved a record number of new charter schools. There are currently 25 approved charters to open next September, pending passage of a readiness review in July.

