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CHERRY HILL — The cost of funding a controversial charter school next year will take more than half of the cap space in the Cherry Hill district’s budget, officials say.

That expense “is the No. 1 reason” being cited by the district in a legal bid to overturn state approval for Regis Academy, according to district Superintendent Maureen Reusche. She previously has said the charter school funding could lead to layoffs for 29 teachers and to larger class sizes.

But Regis Academy’s organizer on Monday described the district’s arguments as fear tactics. Pastor Amir Khan of Solid Rock Worship Center said he will hold a press conference today to address “slander and abuse” aimed at his planned school in the township’s Ashland area.

Regis Academy received state approval Sept. 30 to open next fall as a K-4 school for students from Cherry Hill, Voorhees, Somerdale and Lawnside. Those districts, which opposed approval for Regis Academy, are to provide funding for local students expected to attend the school. That includes $1.9 million from Cherry Hill’s budget and about $727,500 from Voorhees.

The Cherry Hill district has asked an appellate court to reverse the state’s approval. A legal brief is pending, district spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel said Monday.

Opponents contend a charter school is not needed in Cherry Hill, and will only divert funds from a high-performing district. They say Regis Academy’s funding represents about 64 percent of the spending increase allowed under the state-mandated budget cap.

The district’s appeal also raises questions “regarding the projected 169 (Cherry Hill) students that will be enrolled” at Regis Academy, Reusche said in a video posted recently at the district’s website.

Khan said the charter school’s funding represents 1.1 percent of the district’s budget, and he contended officials could find ways to offset that amount. “Obviously, you see a lot more going out than that amount for other things,” he said.

“You’re putting fear in the heart of the community,” he said of district officials. “They don’t mind charter schools being in Trenton, Newark and Camden, but how dare you come to the suburbs.”

The dispute extends to a purported endorsement letter from a Voorhees minister that was submitted with the charter school’s application.

Jeffrey Bills, senior pastor at Hope United Methodist Church, said he did not sign the letter, although he added the signature resembles his.

“I am mystified,” he said Monday. “I never heard of Regis Academy until someone brought this letter to my attention. I didn’t even know what a charter school is.”

Khan contended the letter was legitimate, noting the number for Hope United’s fax machine appears on his copy. “I guess he got a lot of pressure from his church,” Khan said of Bills.

Bills said he had notified the state Department of Education that he was not the letter’s signatory.

“We are looking into it,” said agency spokeswoman Allison Kobus.

Reach Jim Walsh at (856) 486-2646 or jwalsh@gannett.com
