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TRENTON — Although Gov. Chris Christie wants to expand the use of charter schools as part of his education reform efforts, two bills that would restrict the alternative public schools passed an Assembly committee Thursday.

The Assembly Education Committee, controlled by Democrats, passed, 6-2 along party lines, a measure that would require proposed new charter schools to win endorsement by voters in the school districts in which they are planned.

The votes would come only after the state commissioner of education had authorized the school. The bill would also force existing charters to gain voter approval before expanding the number of grades they offer.

The action comes as residents have fought high-profile battles to resist new charters affiliated with religious organizations in Cherry Hill and Highland Park. Local school districts must pay charters, which are public schools, a per-student allotment from their budgets.

Rita McClellan, 47, a legal secretary who lives in Cherry Hill, said that the township’s school district will lose $1.9 million because of Regis Academy, a charter school affiliated with Solid Rock Church on Burnt Mill Road that is approved to open this fall.

McClellan said the loss could amount to 19 Cherry Hill staffers.

She said state officials ignored numerous letters from officials and residents that protested the proposed K-8 school and raised questions about the application.

“If the Department of Education had really reviewed the objection letters, they would have given serious consideration to the issues that were raised,” she said. “The DOE process is kept completely secret from the public.”

Darcie Cimarusti of Highland Park spoke about how one Hebrew language charter school was draining money from local school districts, and how residents rallied to kill another proposed Jewish charter.

“Our situation has become a national example on how the push for charters … with the money of big money foundations is completely trampling local communities,” Cimarusti said.

Carlos Perez, head of the New Jersey Charter Schools Association, argued against the bill. He said that none of the 5,367 charter schools in the country have been approved through a voter referendum.

Nonetheless, Perez said the state’s charter school law, passed in 1995, needs updating. He said the approval process must become more transparent and that charter schools should operate under a performance-based contract.

Another bill that would ramp up requirements on current charter schools passed unanimously Thursday.

The proposed law requires charters’ annual reviews and budgets be posted on the state’s website, mandates that charters use a lottery system to enroll students and expands the reasons the state can use to close a charter school.

The bills are expected to come to a vote in the Assembly.
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