
Preventing Teen-Dating Abuse 
About 22,000 middle and high school students in 47 schools in 12 New Jersey counties  
participated in Safe Dates7 from 2008 to 2011. “Students learned that they don’t have to stand  
for it [dating abuse] as a part of a normal relationship,” says Alaina Renson, project coordinator 
at the Princeton Center for Leadership Training, one of the eight Safe Dates grantees. 

Improving Health Literacy for Immigrants
From 2009 to 2012, NJHI supported 11 projects to improve the health literacy of immigrants 
in New Jersey. Community-based organizations that immigrants trust worked with health care 
providers and health literacy experts. El Centro de Recursos para Familias, for example, partnered 
with Princeton University to develop a health literacy curriculum for its educational programs. 
Hernandez calls the grant a “lifesaving initiative” that taught Latino and Caribbean immigrants 
everything from how to contact a primary care provider to how to prevent diabetes.  

Along with improving the health literacy of immigrants, these grants also increased the health 
literacy focus of the participating health care providers. “Now they have policies on how you 
assess the health literacy of a patient and tools to deal with health literacy issues,” says Hartling. 
“These grants have improved the whole service network for this vulnerable population.”

Improving Transitions in Care 
Thanks to NJHI grants in 2011, nine health care providers are helping adults who have multiple 
chronic health conditions and confront complex social circumstances as they transition to new 
health care settings and providers. For example, the Camden Coalition of Healthcare Providers 
has hired more nurses to help patients transition from the hospital to coordinated outpatient care 
at two federally qualified health centers.  
 
 

7	  �Comprising a nine-session dating-abuse curriculum, a play about dating abuse, and a poster contest. The  
curriculum was revised to 10 sessions in 2010, but the project used the nine-session version.
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Making Schools Healthier Places
Through RWJF funding, 250 schools, including 67 in the five cities of Camden, Newark,  
New Brunswick, Trenton and Vineland, are also part of the Alliance for a Healthier Generation’s 
Healthy Schools Program, the nation’s largest school-based program aimed at preventing 
childhood obesity. The Healthy Schools Program supports administrators, teachers, parents, and 
students in implementing policies and programs so students will eat better and move more. 

 
Increasing Access to Healthy Foods
The New Jersey Food Access Initiative will get more affordable fresh foods to 10 underserved 
communities in New Jersey to improve the health of residents while spurring economic 
development. Launched in 2012, the initiative finances supermarket operators and developers to 
build or expand existing supermarkets or help buy new equipment. The program operates along 
with the New Jersey Partnership for Healthy Kids in Atlantic City, East Orange, Elizabeth, Jersey City 
and Paterson. 

The New Jersey Food Access Initiative came about after a Food Trust study and a state task 
force on food marketing highlighted the need for more supermarkets in underserved areas. 
Both were co-funded by RWJF and the New Jersey Economic Development Authority. “The 
report concluded that there are more than 1 million New Jersey residents living without access 
to supermarkets,” says Lori Matheus, managing director of finance and development for the 
authority, which focuses on revitalizing New Jersey communities, especially urban centers. 
Although the main purpose of the New Jersey Food Access Initiative is to increase access to 
healthy foods, it also creates jobs and business opportunities. 

The Reinvestment Fund manages the $17 million fund and provides technical assistance. RWJF 
contributed $12 million; the New Jersey Economic Development Authority, $3 million; and 
Living Cities, $2 million. The RWJF funding contributes to operating costs and funds a program 
for projects in very-low-income census tracks that covers activities not supported by loans (e.g., 
predevelopment costs) and provides some operators with the equity necessary to apply for loans.

Don Hinkle-Brown, president of the Reinvestment Fund, calls urban areas in New Jersey “the 
last frontier,” as most other communities already have ample supermarkets. Most operators know 
there is opportunity in urban areas, but they need help in finding sites and financing for urban 
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supermarkets. “The operators are very willing if you can find the right sites, which is the hardest 
part,” says Hinkle-Brown. Having financed nearly 100 urban supermarkets in Pennsylvania and 
consulted with supermarkets in New York, whose operators largely overlap with those in New 
Jersey, the Reinvestment Fund has the right connections to find available and viable sites. The 
New Jersey Economic Development Authority also helps operators find the right sites and serves 
as a matchmaker for the Reinvestment Fund with developers and municipalities interested in 
developing supermarkets.  

Helping Ensure a Healthy Start
Children’s Futures: Improving Health and Development Outcomes for Children in Trenton, N.J., a 
comprehensive, citywide program in Trenton started by the Foundation in 2002, focuses on 
children up to 3 years old—and their families—in hopes of improving health and well-being and 
ensuring that the children are ready to enter school. The program’s many strategies include 
home visiting to improve parenting practices, work to improve the quality of subsidized child 
care in centers and in registered family homes, activities to increase fathers’ involvement in their 
children’s lives, work to improve preventive care, and policy efforts to ease access to services for 
children and their families. 

Investing in the Workforce
Increasing the Supply of Nurses 
Ensuring that New Jersey has the nursing faculty to educate enough nurses to provide high-
quality, patient-centered care for all is the goal of the New Jersey Nursing Initiative: So a Nurse Will 
Be There for You. Launched in 2008, this $30 million project has a Faculty Preparation Program 
and strategic working groups. “You can’t educate more nurses if you don’t have faculty to teach 
them,” says RWJF Program Officer Maryjoan Ladden, PhD, RN, FAAN. “We’re developing 61 
new nursing teachers for New Jersey, whom we look to as future leaders in the state.” The nurse 
scholars—40 master’s and 21 doctoral students—receive full tuition and stipends from RWJF
at 10 schools.14 They also participate in a collaborative learning community of nurse scholars, 
faculty, and program directors, which focuses the scholars on becoming effective teachers and 
faculty members. 

“Being a New Jersey Nurse Scholar means that I have the opportunity to advance my education 
under an umbrella of support that will ensure my success as a future nurse educator,” says 
Elizabeth Arnold, RN, MSN, who joined the nursing faculty at Kean University after earning her 
master’s degree in nursing there. She and the other master’s students have all graduated, while the 
doctoral students are still working on their degrees. 

The strategic working groups, comprising experts in business, government, academia, and health, 
address policy issues to build and sustain a strong nursing faculty and build partnerships of 
academia with hospitals and other places where nurses practice. This work also raises the visibility 
of nursing and nursing issues in the state.  
 

14	�Bloomfield College, College of New Jersey, Kean University, Fairleigh Dickinson University, Monmouth University, 
Rutgers University, Seton Hall University, Stockton College, University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey, 
and William Paterson University.
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An important partner is the New Jersey Chamber of Commerce Foundation, the program office 
for the New Jersey Nursing Initiative. Stemming the shortage of nurses in the state is one of its 
priorities. “Without qualified nurses available to us, health care costs will go up, and health  
care quality will go down,” says Dana Egreczky, senior vice president for workforce development 
at the chamber. “The more we spend on health care, the less we can spend on creating jobs. 
We’ve been able to make our businesspeople understand that their businesses need nurses to 
control costs.” 

Another nursing program, Transforming Care at the Bedside–New Jersey, is empowering nurses  
in 49 hospitals, one pediatric rehabilitation hospital, and one home-care agency to streamline 
standard practices so they can spend more time caring for patients at the bedside and less time 
filling out paperwork, hunting for supplies, and picking up medication. Started in 2009 and  
managed by the New Jersey Hospital Association, this program is based on the national program, 
Transforming Care at the Bedside, developed by the Institute for Healthcare Improvement in  
partnership with RWJF. The Foundation invested $8.3 million in this initiative and $732,000  
in Transforming Care at the Bedside–New Jersey.  

Developing Community Leaders
The Greater Newark area was one of eight communities participating in Ladder to Leadership: 
Developing the Next Generation of Community Health Leaders. A collaboration of RWJF and the 
Center for Creative Leadership15, this $4 million program offers an 18-month leadership 
development curriculum for early- to mid-career professionals in community-based nonprofit 
health and health-related organizations serving vulnerable populations. From 2010 through 2012, 
29 fellows from New Jersey participated in the program, which is a mix of face-to-face training 
sessions, individual executive coaching and mentoring, and team projects. Ladder to Leadership 
partners with community foundations. In Newark, for example, the Victoria Foundation, which 
funds programs to reduce poverty in the city, was selected to implement the program. 

 
 
 
 
 
15	 A global provider of executive education, based in Greensboro, N.C.
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	 Special RWJF Grantmaking 
	 In 2010 and 2011, RWJF’s Board of Trustees approved $10 million in emergency
	 assistance to help nonprofit organizations nationwide that were struggling to provide 
their services due to the recession. “The economic downturn has been very serious in the state 
and elsewhere,” says Marks, who chaired the committee that awarded special grants of up to 
$100,000 each to current and former RWJF grantees. “There’s greater need than before, and  
many smaller nonprofits find it harder to get support, especially if they were getting support  
from state agencies.” 

Many of these grantees were located in New Jersey. The National Council on Alcoholism and 
Drug Dependence of Middlesex County Inc., an NJHI Safe Dates grantee, used its special grant 
to improve its capacity to train employees, prevention specialists, addiction professionals, social 
workers, and educators, and to begin work on a Web-based helpline. “At a time when other 
funders are looking for ways to cut costs and impose ever more strict spending guidelines, the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation has done just the opposite,” says Steven G. Liga, CEO and 
executive director of the council. “I hope you never lose sight of how different the Foundation is 
from every other funder most of us ever experience.” 

Special grants helped the Community FoodBank of New Jersey buy three mobile refrigerated 
food pantries and pay drivers to distribute food statewide. HomeFront, based in Lawrenceville, 
provides emergency shelter, transitional and permanent housing, and services, including 
groceries, job skills and child care, and used its grant to buy a fleet of new vehicles to help 
transport clients.
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It Takes an RWJF Village
“It was the dedication and vision first by the late Terrance Keenan and subsequently by Pamela 
Dickson that built the foundation for this work,” says Navarro, who now leads this program area. 
Many of our Foundation staff members are active in New Jersey grantmaking. 

For example, Pamela Russo, MD, MPH, a senior program officer with expertise in public health, 
helped shape continued support of the Cancer Institute of New Jersey. Navarro shares his 
expertise in nonprofit management and finance with grantees. The Foundation also provides 
access to its expert consultants. “The New Jersey Portfolio belongs to our whole Foundation 
family,” says Navarro. “It really does take a village.”

Foundation staff members also add value and leadership in New Jersey beyond grant support 
through volunteer work. As part of the Foundation’s 40th anniversary activities and in honor of 
Johnson’s legacy of support for and service to the New Brunswick community, more than 100 
staff members participated in numerous volunteer service projects. Among the organizations that 
staff supported were Elijah’s Promise, Francis E. Parker Memorial Home, Raritan Valley YMCA, 
and Kiddie Keep Well Camp. 

Looking Toward the Future
“Seeking opportunities where focused investments can help improve health and health care in 
New Jersey will continue to be a priority for the Foundation for the next decade. “It is very much 
part of our DNA,” says Lavizzo-Mourey. “We want to be a good citizen and also add value to our 
home state by applying lessons learned from our national grantmaking—to improve the health 
and lives of all New Jerseyans.”

						    

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation commissioned this essay from Lori De Milto, a freelance writer in 
Sicklerville, N.J., who specializes in health and medicine. De Milto has bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 
journalism from Temple University.
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