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N.J. high court reaffirms ruling to improve Abbott preschools 
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The New Jersey Supreme Court refused Thursday to intervene further in the state's urban preschool initiative, but directed the state to repair shortcomings in the court-ordered program for 3- and 4-year-olds.

The ruling - the eighth in the 21-year history of the Abbott vs. Burke school-funding lawsuit - came two days after Gov. James E. McGreevey announced a new push to comply with past court mandates.

The compliance council he established Tuesday held its first meeting Thursday in the latest sign of a thaw in the previously icy relationship between state officials and the non-profit Education Law Center, which brought the Abbott suit. The council, whose members include high-ranking state officials and Law Center head David Sciarra, is expected to tackle many of the preschool program's problems spelled out in the court's latest ruling.

Among those problems are a shortage of facilities to house preschool classes; a shortfall in enrollment of eligible children; and a lack of state funding to improve the quality of the federal Head Start program, which enrolls thousands of children in the state's 30 Abbott districts, including four in the tri-county area: Camden, Gloucester City, Burlington City and Pemberton Township.

The ruling fleshed out a brief order the justices released in October, a month after hearing arguments in the 
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latest challenge to the preschool program the court called for in 1998. In the October order, the court set strict timetables for the Education Department's review of district preschool plans, but declined the plaintiffs' request that a judge be appointed to supervise the program.

"We are acutely aware of the constitutional imperative that undergirds the Abbott decisions, and of the vulnerability of our children in the face of legislative and executive branch inaction," Chief Justice Deborah Poritz wrote for the four-member court majority in Thursday' s opinion, "but we do not run school systems. Under our form of government, that task is left to those with the training and authority to do what needs to be done."

Nevertheless, education advocates praised the ruling as a restatement of the court's commitment to high-quality preschool.

"The Supreme Court is yet again affirming its detailed rulings on preschool education and yet again making it clear that this is an essential program for urban children," Sciarra said.

At a press conference Thursday, McGreevey said the ruling would not change his plans for Abbott compliance.

"We have removed Abbott from the courtroom to the classroom, and the court graciously recognized the administration's and indeed the state's commitment toward fulfilling the Abbott constitutional requirements," he said.

McGreevey spoke after a press conference unveiling a second new committee - this one, a group of college presidents and business leaders who will meet quarterly to forge partnerships between higher education, elementary and secondary schools, and the private sector. 
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