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Preschool
‘master’
could be

named

Lack of progress
disturbs high court

By NANCY PARELLD
Trenton Bureay

Threa years after ordering the
state to provide public preschools for
poor children, New Jersey Supreme
Court justices Tuesday wanted to
kmow why no classrooms have been
built and thousands of children are
gtill ghut out of programs that could
help them succeed in school,

They also considered appointing a
“specinl master” to oversee the devel-
opment of the preschools, which area
crucial piece of a broader court-or-
dered plan to fix failing city achools.
In 1998, the high court mandated
sweeping changes in 30 of the state’s
poorest districts, which include Gar-
field, Passaic, and Paterson.

Supreme Court Justice Gary Stein
chastised the state for taking so 101:,5
to get the preschools up and running.

“This court has been sugpesting
the value of preschool for poor urban
children for more than a decade,” he
gaid. The Department of Education
“gither comes up with a process that
works or the court doea”

In yet another hearing on the dec-
ades-old school funding battle,
known as Abbott va. Burke, the high
court heard from child advocates and
lawyers for three school districts, in-
cluding Pasaaic, who say the state has
failed to provide puidance, funding,
and-facilities to create the high-qual-
ity preschools it promised three years

BEOD.

State attorneys, however, say they
are making progress in completing a
monumental task. They also present-
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ASSOCIATER

Members of preschool education advocacy groups marching Tuesday in Trenton toward the Stateh

to determine funding and more guid-
ance on what should be taught in the
elassroom.

The justices are weighing whether
the state’s development of the pres-
chools is flawed enough to warrant
appointing ‘a special master, who
would make sure the Deparmlmt aof
Education helps districts build pres-
choals, hire teachers, and use an ap-
proved curricolum.

Lawyers for the children and
school districts said the independent
special master would help solve the
many disputes that arise between
gtate and district officials. Those dis-
putes, they contend, have delayed
districts from delivering the pro-
grams that researchers say help close
the learning gap between children in
poor towns and those in wealthier
districts,

But state Education Commission-
er Vito Gagliardi said after the hear-
mgtherammmedfcrm'amght

“The..commigsioner of education

ed the court last weekend with  last-~“has“at*his disposal the competent

minute plan to provide a better way

staff to gelthls done without: the use
of & master,” he said, adding that an
overseer would simply create danother
layer of bureaucracy.

It's wnecertain when the court will
render & decision.

Dravid Sciarra, director of the Edu-
cation Law Center, which represents
children in the court battle, said the
state is still funding preschosls based
on a preset amount, instead of deter-
mining the children's needs and then
figuring out h{!:i'-f much it costs to

Sciarra also said the state broke its
promise to provide preschool for all
children who showed up. At least
three districts — Passaic, Elizabeth,
and Perth Amboy — have waiting
lists that together total more than
2.000 children, he said.

An estimated 54,000 3- and 4-vear-
olds are eligible for the program in
the 30 “Abbott” districta. Currently,
about 28,500 are enrolled in district-
run preschools and community day-
care centers that existed before the

‘court order,

“The third year of Abbott pre-
achool is well under way and onee
again [the children] are not getting
what they need” Sciarra told the
court.,

But Nancy Kaplan, assistant at-
torney general, argued that the state

is progressing toward its goal
viding preschaol for all eligihl
dren.

*“The record demonstrates a1
mous amoimt of progress ani
work,” she told the court. “Ev
is working together, trying to
this move forward.”

Kaplan also said districts a
ting temporary sites, such as t
to handle the overflow of pres
era. State officials have also ni
proved districts’ five-vear cot
tion plans, which include pres
Those projects are just now |
off the ground.

The state's new preschoo!
submitted to the court last we
includes & budgeting process ti
amines each day-care center's
and then determines fundifig
on those needs, she added,



