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CHERRY HILL — A charter school approved by the state Department of Education last month for a September 2012 opening here has raised the hackles of the local school district, municipal officials and nearby residents.

They all say the DOE should have seen red flags in the nearly 200-page application for Regis Academy Charter School, which would be the first charter school in Cherry Hill, based on its location within a church complex — and not just any church complex, but the Solid Rock Worship Center. Its controversial pastor, Amir Khan, is the co-founder of the charter school with fellow pastor Calvin Brown.

Last year, Khan made news 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.

But he also has been involved in a dispute with the Diocese of Camden, from which Solid Rock rents the former Holy Rosary Parish site for its church complex, for nonpayment of taxes. Under a court-mandated agreement, Solid Rock is supposed to be paying for the months it is in arrears — a number of them, at $15,000 per month, but has yet to do so, diocese spokesman Peter Feuerherd said.

The church has been up to date with current rent since the dispute was settled in the summer, and has a deal to buy the property in January for nearly $3 million.

Khan, 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.

Income from the other businesses will help fund the new charter school and allow Solid Rock to pay off the diocese debt and buy the property. Khan, a Voorhees resident who graduated from Cherry Hill High School West in 1974, expects start-up costs to run about $250,000, but said Regis Charter will cut costs because it is in a consortium with four North Jersey charter schools also set to open in September.

Children from Cherry Hill, Voorhees, Somerdale and Lawnside are eligible to attend Regis Charter, which is expected to open with 250 students in kindergarten to grade four, adding a grade level and 50 students per year until it reaches grade eight and 450 students.

Regis was one of only four schools approved on Sept. 30 to open in a year. A previous application was rejected last year, but the DOE was impressed by the school’s plan to bring diverse students together, DOE spokesman Justin Barra said.

He said the DOE is confident the charter school will have no affiliation with the church. “It’s legal to operate a school on the site as long as there is no direct overlap with the church,” he said.

“We asked hard questions about affiliation,” Barra noted. “We reviewed (Khan and Brown) for their capacity to open a strong public charter school with the probability of success.”

The DOE was especially taken by this excerpt from Khan and Brown: “The chosen location of the school is a strategic choice that we believe will help us realize our vision. Cherry Hill Township, Lawnside, Somerdale, and Voorhees make up the region of residence for Regis Academy Charter School. This unique contiguous intersection has the distinct advantage of bringing together a population that is an example of the economic divide, the digital divide, and the empowerment divide.”

Barra said the DOE weighed comments on the application, pro and con. But the Cherry Hill School District is aghast. In addition to enjoying a reputation as one of the best districts in the state, with high test scores and other achievements, it is a growingly diverse district.

Its student population last year was 67 percent white, down from 79 percent in 1999. Blacks make up 7.5 percent of the nearly 12,000 students, while Hispanics are 7.7 percent and Asians are 15.3 percent. The economically disadvantaged make up 15.7 percent across the district.

“We have schools where 30 percent of students qualify for free and reduced lunch,” Reusche said.

She, school board President Seth Klukoff and Mayor Bernie Platt opposed the Solid Rock application in a letter to DOE Acting Commissioner Christopher Cerf in May, and Platt sent a letter of his own.

The district is upset about possibly having to set aside $1.9 million from its own 2012-13 budget to support an estimated 169 Solid Rock students from Cherry Hill next year.

“If we lose those students, it will be a student here and a student there. It’s not so simple as closing a school. We still need teachers in those rooms, and it can lead to larger classes because the need will still be there but the resources to fund the need will be diminished.”

District officials and at least one parent are scheduled to appear Thursday before the state Senate Education Committee hearing on legislation that would require local approval of charter schools. Another bill would improve charter school financial and educational accountability.

Neighbors in Cherry Hill’s Ashland section hope the legislation passes. They have lodged numerous complaints about Solid Rock, in particular regarding a former boarder there who was arrested for burglary. They also fear another of Khan’s programs — the Nehemiah group, a ministry by ex-offenders run by Khan’s son, Micah.

“There’s a lot of distrust in the neighborhood,” resident Rita McClellan said.

But Khan said the Nehemiah group operates on Federal Street in Camden, not in Cherry Hill. The burglar, he added, was a white Cherry Hill resident, Jason Bacino, who volunteered to work at Solid Rock and was given shelter in return.

In the mayor’s office, spokesman Dan Keashen said Platt and township council members are outraged over the Regis charter.

“The mayor believes the current school system is operating at a very high level. Why does there need to be an alternative?”

That doesn’t sit well with Khan, who as a youth ran a water ice business out of the Cherry Hill Estates home his parents bought from singer Frankie Avalon in 1967 to get the family out of Camden.

“All we want to do is teach kids at a young age about business. Everyone deserves a choice,” he said.

“I’m passionate about education, and I’ll stand by what I believe.”

