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Despite its proximity to Manhattan and efforts at 

revitalization, poverty and a depressed economy have 

plagued Newark for years. When the middle class fled 

the city in the 1970s and 1980s after the race riots of 

1967, Newark developed a reputation as a city with 

pervasive crime, poverty, and political corruption. The city 

also underwent a major demographic shift from being 

a primarily white city to a mix of African-Americans and 

Hispanics, which exacerbated long-standing racial, ethnic, 

and class divides. 

Newark’s public schools are among the lowest-performing 

in the state, with low test scores and poor graduation rates. 

City leaders and outside experts agree that transforming the 

schools is critical to turning around Newark at large. Despite 

relatively high spending—almost $23,000 per student—

Newark’s graduation rate is only 55%, and only 25% of 

the students pass the New Jersey High School Proficiency 

Assessment exit exam.

Multiple Players Vie for Control

Many stakeholders are involved in education in Newark, 

including the state education commissioner, the locally 

elected advisory school board, the mayor, the state-appointed 

superintendent, and an active philanthropic community. This 

creates tensions and power politics that complicate efforts to 

improve student achievement. 

The largest school system in New Jersey, Newark Public 

Schools (NPS) has been under state control since 1995. The 

state took control following years of local corruption and 

fiscal mismanagement. Until recently, however, it did little to 

bring change or improvement to the schools.  

The state’s hands-off position toward the Newark 

schools changed under the leadership of Gov. Chris 

Christie, who took office in January 2010. Christie and 

Education Commissioner Chris Cerf are committed to 

moving aggressively to transform the Newark schools. 

In their choice of superintendent and support for state-

level legislation to expand choice and improve teacher 

effectiveness, Christie and Cerf have demonstrated a 

willingness to invest political capital in driving controversial 

education policies. 

Since the state takeover, the Newark Public Schools 

Advisory Board has been a purely advisory body. The nine 

at-large members, elected at three-year intervals, have 

only implied oversight over the district and receive no 

compensation for their efforts. State officials in Trenton 

make final school-related decisions, including hiring and 

firing the superintendent, selecting the curriculum, and 

making spending decisions. 

A key priority for many advisory board members is the 

return of local control. According to the Quality Single 

Accountability Continuum (QSAC) statute, which authorizes 

the state Department of Education to monitor and evaluate 

public school districts, NPS must meet 80% of state 

performance goals in governance in order for state control 

to be withdrawn. After the last review, Cerf acknowledged 

that NPS has made progress, but he determined that the 

city has not yet proven it could sustain that progress over 

At a Glance 
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time. Cerf cited Newark’s “unacceptably low” graduation 

rate and the fact that significant percentages of students 

were not proficient in math (52%) or language arts (58%).

Once local governance is returned to Newark, the law 

requires residents to vote within a year on whether to keep 

an elected school board or change to a mayor-appointed 

board. Mayor Cory Booker, who has gained a national 

profile as an education reform advocate, would like to gain 

control over the schools and have the ability to appoint 

board members. Booker took office in 2007 following a 

sweeping electoral victory and was reelected in 2010. While 

he has gained a national profile and is effective at bringing 

attention and funding to Newark, his popularity is waning 

in his home community. It is rumored that Shavar Jeffries, 

a charismatic advisory board member and Newark native, 

may challenge Booker in 2014. 

Under current state control arrangements, the governor 

appoints the superintendent. When Superintendent Clifford 

Janey resigned from NPS in January 2011, Cerf oversaw 

a search for his replacement. Cerf sought to create an 

open and inclusive process that took into account the 

perspectives of Newark residents. But at the end of the day, 

he was committed to putting in place someone who could 

lead reforms to improve student achievement in Newark. 

Mayor Booker formed the Newark Public Education Task 

Force, an ad hoc civic group, to give the community a voice 

in screening a small pool of finalists for the superintendent’s 

job. According to Dr. Clement Price, the task force chair, 

Cami Anderson was “clearly the best candidate.” The 

process of community engagement and vetting helped 

convince the community that she was a palatable choice, 

despite the fact that she is not from Newark and would be 

the first white superintendent in almost half a century. Gov. 

Christie appointed Anderson superintendent in June 2011. 

Anderson moved quickly. Within her first few months on 

the job, she recruited new school principals to run nearly a 

quarter of the city’s schools, instituted a policy that requires 

principals to sign off on new teacher placements, and 

piloted a new teacher evaluation system. She also focused 

on putting in place desperately needed data management 

systems and hiring a strong administrative team. These first 

steps served as the necessary building blocks for her vision 

of reform for NPS. 

Anderson’s goal is to ensure that all Newark students are 

college ready and have the capacity to compete in a global 

economy, thereby breaking intergenerational cycles of 

poverty. She is focused on addressing Newark’s low rate 

of college education—only 11 % of Newark adults have 

a college degree. Anderson has identified key areas for 

change: improving teacher and school leader effectiveness, 

developing operational efficiencies, providing high-quality 

school options for all students, and engaging and involving 

stakeholders in the process.

But in Newark, the politics of reform are thorny. Residents 

tend to be suspicious of outside efforts to bring change to 

the schools. Anderson is working hard to be transparent and 

build trust with the community, but she is still considered 

somewhat of an outsider. According to Anderson’s chief 

strategy officer, Ali Avera, “the biggest challenge the district 

faces is pulling everyone together to make the tough 

choices and compromises needed to forge ahead.”

In addition to the various political players, Anderson is 

working to engage business and philanthropic partners, 

including Prudential and the MCJ Amelior Foundation, in 

spreading her message about the importance of college 

readiness. While the business sector has not played a 

major role in leading reform in Newark in the past, there 

is renewed interest, thanks in part to an infusion of 

philanthropy from Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg. 
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A Big Gift Gains Attention … and Heightens Tensions  

In September 2010, Zuckerberg announced a $100 

million donation to Newark schools. Zuckerberg has 

no connections to Newark, but he has a long-standing 

interest in education and a relationship with Mayor Booker, 

which led him to believe that his donation could spur 

improvement in one of the country’s lowest-performing 

school systems. Facebook funding requires matching funds 

from the community, and the mayor has been leading the 

charge to raise the matching funds.

The Foundation for Newark’s Future (FNF) was created to 

dispense the donated funds. FNF’s governing board, which 

makes spending decisions, quickly recognized that the 

funds would produce the greatest impact if they accelerate 

NPS initiatives and focus on the key levers that drive system 

change. Zuckerberg’s $20 million a year donation, while 

substantial by philanthropic terms, does not compare with 

Newark’s nearly $1 billion annual budget. Therefore, it can 

achieve lasting results only if it leverages changes in how 

public dollars are spent. 

FNF feels strongly that it is important to build on local 

exemplars and take good models in Newark to scale. One 

of the foundation’s first efforts is the Teacher Innovation 

Fund, a grant program that awards teacher teams up 

to $10,000 to implement their ideas for codifying and 

replicating best practices in the classroom. This initiative 

helped assuage community concerns that FNF was only 

interested in supporting the growth of charter schools. But 

FNF still faces negative impressions about its commitment 

to broad reform for all Newark students, whether in district 

or charter schools.

Fourteen percent of Newark’s 40,000 students are in 

charter schools, and “the demand for charters is incredible” 

says Kathleen Nugent, New Jersey state director of the 

Democrats for Education Reform. “More than 10,000 

families across Newark are on charter school waiting 

lists. Parents are desperately seeking better options for 

their children.” Anderson has made it clear that she is 

agnostic about school governance (charter versus district 

run), but she has been vocal about the need for charters to 

take on their fair share of low-performing students and be 

accountable for ensuring that students demonstrate annual 

growth, rather than simply meeting performance targets.  

What the Future Holds

For the moment, it seems that the various players in 

Newark are working together productively. The situation is 

tenuous, however. The advisory board continues to vie for 

local control. Yet the state obviously wants to give Anderson 

time to implement her vision and have success. While 

there is certainly optimism in Newark, the political situation 

makes reform efforts even more delicate than in other 

major cities. Cerf and Anderson feel a sense of urgency to 

move forward while they have the opportunity. The good 

news is that the various players are “more or less aligned 

in their support and courage for doing the hard work for 

education reform,” according to Ryan Hill, founder and 

executive director of KIPP schools in Newark. The question 

is whether the strong personalities of Cerf, Booker, Jeffries, 

and Anderson, combined with the influx of philanthropy 

and national attention, can move fast enough to generate 

sustainable reform. 
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