
ALL SCHOOLS 
RISE

Phase Two of the 
Camden Commitment

Camden City School District — September 2015



2 All Schools Rise: Phase Two of the Camden Commitment

Table of Contents

3    Message from the Superintendent

4    Overview

6    PROMISE 1
 Safe Students, Safe Schools

7    PROMISE 2
 21st Century School Buildings

8    PROMISE 3
Excellent Schools

10  PROMISE 4
Parent Engagement

11  PROMISE 5
Central Office Effectiveness

12  Help Your School Rise



3 All Schools Rise: Phase Two of the Camden Commitment

Dear Students, Families, Educators, and Community Members,

We have a challenge, and we have an opportunity. 

Our children are our opportunity. One-third of Camden residents are below the 
age of 18, and these young people spend more time at school than anywhere 
else outside their home. What happens at school matters a lot.

And that’s our challenge—our schools have had some successes, but too 
many of them have struggled for too long. We need to become a City where 
the excellence of our schools matches the excellence of our students. 

Nothing less than the future of our City is at stake. 

And that’s where the Camden Commitment and this new second phase, 
All Schools Rise, come in. The Camden Commitment was created in January 
2014 following my 100-day listening tour—feedback from hundreds of students, 
educators, families, and residents became the backbone of the plan. Every 
three months, we reported to the community about our progress. The graduation 
rate went up six points. More children attended pre-school than ever before. 
And students, staff, and families all reported feeling safer in and around 
school, among many other accomplishments. 

I’m proud of that progress, and I’m also aware of the need to do more to 
build on that progress. Over the past few months, through an online survey 
and community meetings in every part of the city, we’ve heard from hundreds 
more people who care deeply about the future of our school district. We asked 
community members about the path forward, and their input is found in the 
pages that follow. This next phase of our strategic plan is called All Schools Rise. 

This plan is short-term—it focuses on our efforts through the end of the 2016-17 
school year. We set this timeframe intentionally—the students, parents, and staff 
in our schools don’t have a decade to wait for improvement. 

So let’s get to work, and let’s go about our work with the same balance of 
urgency and collaboration that we have maintained so far. In my first two 
years, I’ve held more than 55 public meetings, or about one every two weeks. 
These conversations will continue, and I hope you’ll join me at one in the 
future. Through students, parents, educators, and community members all 
working toward the same goal of an excellent education for all students, all 
schools will rise. 

Sincerely,

Paymon Rouhanifard,
Superintendent 

paymon.rouhanifard@camden.k12.nj.us

Message from Superintendent Rouhanifard
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Where we’re coming from
When Superintendent Rouhanifard released the Camden Commitment 
in January 2014, he set out to stabilize a system of schools that had 
been unstable and underperforming for a long time. 
Let’s focus on a few of those words: 

Unstable: When he was appointed, Superintendent Rouhanifard 
became the fourth superintendent in two years and the 13th 
superintendent in 20 years. Regina Robinson, the head of the 
business office whom Rouhanifard appointed in 2014, is the 
12th person in that position in the last 12 years. 

Underperforming: Of the 544 towns and cities across the
country that have more than 50,000 adults, Camden has the 
14th-lowest percentage of residents with a high school diploma 
or greater. Even among cities in New Jersey with similar 
populations, Camden struggles: 50 percent of Newark 
eighth-graders can read and write on grade-level, and more 
than 42 percent can in Trenton. In Camden, only 32 percent can. 
These results exist despite Camden receiving more funding than 
the per-student state average every year since at least 2001. 

A long time: In 1999-2000, 15 percent of the eighth-graders at East Camden Middle School could do math
on grade level. More than a decade later, when the school’s enrollment had shrunk from more than 950 to less 
than 250, only 20 percent of the eighth-graders at East Camden Middle School could do math on grade level. 

As a result, the focus for the last year and a half has been to begin the first steps of turning this system of schools 
around. It’s hard work, but thanks to the efforts of students, educators, administrators, family members, community 
members, and community organizations, over the last 18 months we have begun to stabilize and make progress:

t Teachers received regular feedback to strengthen their instruction, and school leaders received more coaching, 
including during the summer;

t More students enrolled in pre-school than ever before, giving them a strong start to their education; 

t Our high school graduation rate rose six points;

t The Safe Corridors program returned, and students, staff, and families all reported feeling safer;

t A parent coordinator was added to every school, and parent centers were created throughout the city;

t Three schools led by high-achieving non-profit organizations began to serve Camden students;

t Renaissance schools and the state each partnered with the School District to plan significant renovations
for five schools; and, among many other steps forward,

t School Information Cards were created through community feedback and then released for the first time.

(Review all of our progress reports at www.camden.k12.nj.us/camdencommitment)

Despite this significant progress, we still have a long way to go. For example, research shows that a child who 
doesn’t read on grade level by third grade is four times less likely to graduate from high school by age 19 than a 
child who does read well at that time. In Camden, only 24 percent of third graders are reading proficiently. At the 

Overview
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high school level, zero high school students have earned a vocational certificate in the last year and zero students have 
earned a full scholarship to the University of Pennsylvania.

So that’s the work ahead—that’s where All Schools Rise comes in. Now that we are making progress, now that we are 
closer to stabilizing the system, now we can get to the core work that needs to be done and—with all possible urgency—
make good on our goal of every child in Camden having access to an excellent education. 

Where we’re going
In 2014-15, after two rounds of community feedback, the School District introduced School Information Cards, 
a family-friendly resource to learn about Camden public schools. The information about each school’s performance 
comes mostly from two sources: evidence of students’ achievement and a school visit led by Camden educators. 
This information is shared in hard-copy guides and online for the public to review—you can learn more at 
www.camden.k12.nj.us/infocards. 

The results from the first year of School Information Cards confirmed what we already know—we have a lot of work to 
do to ensure that all of our students attend excellent schools. In 2014-15, the majority of our students—nearly 70 
percent—attended schools in the lowest two categories of performance, and nearly half of our students—44 percent—
attended schools in the lowest category. Only 14 percent of students attended schools that were in the second-highest 
category, and no students attended schools that were in the highest category. 

The goal of the steps contained in All Schools Rise is to move Camden closer to becoming a system of schools 
where all students can get an excellent education. More to the point, by 2019-2020 Camden should reverse its 
current situation—instead of 14 percent of students attending a high-achieving school and 85 percent of students 
not, in five years 85 percent of students will attend a high-achieving school. 

Especially given the history outlined above, turning around a system of 
several dozen schools that serve more than 15,000 students is no easy feat. 
Meaningful progress will be earned through hard decisions; these hard 
decisions will be made based on what’s best for kids. All Schools Rise 
includes many of the steps we plan to take to get there, including 
intensive support for educators and students at District schools and the 
expansion of successful renaissance schools. We must find a way to 
advance quickly and carefully and make thoughtful decisions that help 
our students as quickly as possible.  

So please take some time to review the plans laid out in the following 
pages. Attend an upcoming community event, or share your thoughts by 
contacting the District via email (communications@camden.k12.nj.us) 
or social media (www.facebook.com/camdenpublicschools and 
www.twitter.com/camdenschools). 

Ultimately, the future is bright for the Camden City School District. 
Camden students are extraordinarily resilient, and Camden parents care 
deeply about their children. Camden educators are resourceful and committed to 
creating a different tomorrow for the youth of this city. Together, all schools will rise. 
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PROMISE 1: Safe Students, Safe Schools.
Your child will feel safe at school.

Goal: Increase the number of students who feel safe in and around their 
school by at least 10 percent.

What we’ll do:
t Create more positive classroom environments, beginning in the earliest grades

t Reduce out-of-school suspensions and ensure that they are used only for the most severe discipline cases

t Partner with community groups, the City, and the Camden County Police Department to prevent
gang violence

Schools should be welcoming and engaging environments where students want to come each day. That means we 
must create positive classroom environments that focus on rewarding positive behavior more than punishing negative
behavior. For example, we’re changing our discipline policy because in many cases out-of-school suspensions are 
sending a wrong and unhelpful message. Students who are punished with out-of-school suspensions are more likely to 
drop out of school and end up in the juvenile justice system. So to develop a school environment in which everyone – 
including our most at-risk youth – feels safe, we’re reserving out-of-school suspension for only the most severe 
discipline cases, and we’re putting more effort into applauding our students’ good behavior.  

While students, staff, and families all say they feel safer now than they did before we launched the first Camden Commit-
ment in January 2014, we can still do more. We will take a collaborative approach, working with community groups, 
the Mayor’s Office, and the Camden County Police Department to prevent gang violence. And working together, we’ll 
create school environments where students feel safe and are focused on learning. 

Create a positive school 
culture with rewards and 
consequences.
- Community Member, July 23, 2015

Progress Made on Promise 1

t Students, staff, and families all
reported feeling safer in and around 
their school

t Launched Positive Behavior pilot
in five schools

t Re-opened Safe Corridors in
partnership with Camden County 
Police Department and City Hall

t Re-deployed officers to improve
safety and efficiency

Quotes from community members were gathered during the community engagement process from July 6, 2015–August 7, 2015 
and informed All Schools Rise.
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PROMISE 2: 21st Century School Buildings. 
Your child will attend school in a modern building with 
top-of-the-line technology.

Goal: Twice as many students will attend school in a building that has 
been newly constructed or significantly renovated since 2000.

What we’ll do:
t Reduce response time to schools for support with technology

t Partner with renaissance schools and the New Jersey Schools Development Authority to significantly
renovate District buildings most in need of improvement

t Ensure renaissance school partners complete construction on the two state-of-the-art planned
neighborhood schools in Whitman Park and Cramer Hill that will include green space, science labs,
and athletic facilities

Our students deserve to go to school in buildings that represent the importance and value of education, not structures 
in varying states of disrepair. Since January 2014, we have opened a new neighborhood school building in Lanning 
Square, and we expect construction to be completed on two more in Whitman Park and Cramer Hill during Phase 
Two of the Camden Commitment. When we aren’t able to construct entirely new buildings, we will continue to fight for 
the resources to significantly renovate existing buildings, including the renovation at Camden High, so it can return to 
its iconic status as the Castle on the Hill.

High-quality and reliable technology is a fundamental resource for our students. That’s why we worked incredibly hard 
to give our students and staff unprecedented access to technology over the last two years.  As we move forward, we are 
committed to cutting down on the amount of time it takes to respond to technological problems in schools. 
We will also continue to empower school-based staff members to make the most of their available technology.

Renovate and repair the 
buildings that need the 
most improvement.
- Community Member, July 8, 2015

Progress Made on Promise 2

t Opened new neighborhood public
school building in Lanning Square 
with renaissance school partner 

t Secured more than $50 million for
Camden High renovation 

t Increased wireless coverage to 100
percent in six schools and increased 
broadband access District-wide  

t Delivered 2,000+ new laptops to
staff and students

t Announced plans to significantly
renovate and upgrade facilities in 
four of the District’s most dilapidated 
school buildings
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PROMISE 3: Excellent Schools. Beginning in pre-K, 
your child will be able to attend a public school that meets students’ 
unique needs and features excellent teaching and learning.

Goal: More than twice as many students will attend high-achieving schools.

What we’ll do:
t Support teachers with weekly coaching, including training on data-driven instruction and on how to

best advance learners with different needs

t Partner with successful renaissance school organizations to expand the number of high-quality
neighborhood schools 

t Lead regular and differentiated coaching for school leaders throughout the calendar year

t Provide updated curriculum for science and social studies, including learning strategies for all types
of learners

t Update the student grading policy to more accurately reflect students’ readiness for the next grade 

t Collaborate with all Camden public schools to offer more shared professional development
opportunities for educators 

t Increase the number of students completing vocational programs, and introduce new vocational
pathways tied to fast-growing careers and local industries

t Launch a pilot based on a trauma-informed care approach to cut chronic absenteeism

t Increase and improve college and career advising and application supports for students

As of 2014-15, only 14 percent of students attend schools that are Making Progress or On Track, the two highest ratings 
on the School Information Cards. By the end of the 2016-17 school year, we’re aiming for 40 percent of students to be 
in these higher performing schools. To achieve this goal, we must support our educators. Teachers will receive weekly 
coaching, including how to adjust their lessons based on evidence of what their students are learning. We’ll equip teachers 
with the support they need to meet the diverse needs of students, including special education students and English 
language learners. School leaders will receive coaching, too, based on their strengths and their areas for growth. 

We’ll also support our students and meet their interests. For example, many students are interested in vocational
education, so we will provide more opportunities for students to take and complete classes and pathways connected
to fast-growing industries. 

Just as individual students have unique needs that must be met, our individual schools have different needs, too. Schools 
with persistent academic issues could potentially serve their students better if they partner with a successful renaissance 
school organization. Other schools will see a difference with new curricular resources, more professional development 
opportunities, and a grading system that more accurately reflects students’ readiness for the next grade. 

Finally, chronic absenteeism is a major concern—kids can’t learn if they’re not in school—and by taking a more holistic 
approach to solving problems, we are optimistic that we will be able to keep more students in school more of the time.
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Create better connection with 
colleges and careers to assist 
students in understanding their 
pathways upon graduation.
- Community Member, July 13, 2015

Increase the professional 
development for teachers 
and school principals.
- Community Member, July 13, 2015

Progress Made on Promise 3

t Increased graduation rate by six points, with English language learners exceeding the District average
t Opened seven new neighborhood renaissance public schools, led by non-profits with proven track records
t Enrolled 96 percent of eligible students in pre-k, setting a new District record
t Launched first-ever two-week Principals’ Institute to build world-class school leadership skills
t Provided new curricular resources in math and literacy from grades K-12 to support all learners
t Doubled support for 9th- and 10th-graders who need extra help with reading and math
t Partnered with local healthcare organizations to offer students medical assistance apprenticeships
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PROMISE 4: Parent Engagement. You will have 
the information, services, and support you need to help your 
child succeed.

To further strengthen the relationship between parents and their school communities, we want to make sure that 
parents can enroll their children in a way that is simple and fair. Right now, for example, there are 17 different school 
applications that parents can sort through to enroll their child in a school. We will make accurate information accessible 
and simplify the process so parents can spend more time learning about the schools themselves and less time working 
their way through a confusing and cumbersome process.

Parents should be able to know how their child is doing in school and how they can best support their child. Relaunching 
the District website (www.camden.k12.nj.us) and making information available by text—receiving information and 
sending in questions—will allow parents new, reliable ways of communicating with the District. 

Goal: Increase the number of parents who say they have what they need 
to help their children succeed by at least 10 percent.

What we’ll do:
t Create a new, family-friendly enrollment system that ensures all families have a fair way to access

public schools

t Empower parents to access more information by asking questions and receiving updates from the District
and their school via text message

t Relaunch the District’s website as a family-friendly resource with accurate and accessible information

Make enrolling in school 
easier and fairer.
- Community Member, July 14, 2015

Progress Made on Promise 4

t Equipped each school with a
Community School Coordinator for 
the first time

t Published the City’s first School
Information Cards, High School 
Guides, Family School Guides, and 
website to provide parents and 
caregivers with clear, easy-to-access 
information about every public school 
in Camden

t Hosted the District’s 1st Annual
High School Fair, attended by 
over 500 middle school students 
and families

t Introduced first-ever parent survey

t Launched four new Camden Parent
Partnership sites
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PROMISE 5: Central Office Effectiveness. You 
will be able to easily access information from an efficient and responsive 
Central Office that is focused on serving school communities.

The Central Office exists to support our schools and our community. As many resources as possible should be sent to 
schools, not kept in the Central Office. When the Central Office needs to make a purchase, it should give preference 
whenever possible to Camden businesses and support the local economy.

We’re committed to improving our responsiveness and ensuring that when someone calls the Central Office (856-966-
2000), a person picks up the phone to provide assistance. And however a question comes in—via text, phone, email, 
or walk-in—it should be responded to within two business days. 

Continue to have the money 
in schools instead of the 
Central Office.
- Community Member, July 6, 2015

Progress Made on Promise 5

t Reduced Central Office spending and implemented tight fiscal controls to balance budget and make sure
every penny possible remains in the classroom

t Streamlined Central Office and shifted more staff support to schools

t Introduced social media channels to provide more information to the community

t Introduced new Central Office staff training program

Employees must be available during 
the day when most parents are coming 
to the Central office. Phone lines must 
be answered when needed.
- Community Member, July 8, 2015

Goal: School community members will have a 90 percent satisfaction
rate with the Central Office.

What we’ll do:
t Reduce costs at the Central Office so more resources go to schools 

t Give preference to Camden businesses on purchase requests whenever possible

t Establish a welcoming environment where phone calls are answered promptly and all questions are
addressed within two business days

Photo Credit: Lori Nichols for NJ Advance Media
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Help Your School Rise

Parents, here are five steps you can take to support your 
child’s education:
1. Stay in touch with his or her teacher. 

Learn the best way to get in touch with the teacher—perhaps by visiting, by calling, or by checking 
a class website. 

2. Get involved in school activities.
Attend parent-teacher conferences and other family events. 

3. Connect with your Community School Coordinator. 
Your Community School Coordinator is your first stop for questions and concerns. Contact your school to 
be introduced to your coordinator. 

4. Stay informed about news and updates.
The School District celebrates good news and shares important information like schedule changes on 
Facebook (facebook.com/camdenpublicschools), Twitter (@camdenschools), and YouTube (search youtube.com 
for “CCSD-TV”). Ask your CSC if your school is on social media, too!

5. Ask your child.
Talking with your child about his or her learning goals and what’s happening at school can be the best way 
to stay engaged and support your child’s education. 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC3u4PqXQ25aTRe075sybGMA
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC3u4PqXQ25aTRe075sybGMA
https://twitter.com/camdenschools
https://www.facebook.com/camdenpublicschools


Learn more about All Schools Rise at www.camden.k12.nj.us/camdencommitment

Camden Public Schools @CamdenSchools CCSD-TV

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC3u4PqXQ25aTRe075sybGMA
https://twitter.com/camdenschools
https://www.facebook.com/camdenpublicschools



