M.O.R.E

Board of Education Sub-Committee

MEETING MINUTES

Monday, December 16, 2013

10:30 AM in Room 1 A of the Legislative Office Building

Those present: Rep. Ryan, Rep. Alexander, Rep. Case, Rep. Cook, Rep. Hoydick, Rep. Lopes, Rep. Maroney, Brian Anderson, Leo Canty, Conor Casey, Paul Formica, Sarah Hemmingway, Jennifer Herz, Matt Knickerbocker, Patrice McCarthy, Stephen McKeever, George Rafael, Joyce Stille, Gayle Weinstein, Christopher Wilson, Jennifer Berigan, Sheila McKay, Brenda Sisco. 
Those absent: Gary Buzzell, Rich Carmelich, Emma Cimino, Paula Clarke, Carol Clifford, Craig Edmondson, Garrett Eucalitto, Andrew Feinstein, Getti Flemming, Tom Frattaroli, Eric George, Christina Ghio, Dana Johnson, Mark LaPlaca, Jennifer Laviano, David Lenihan, Vin Loffredo, Cindy Mangini, Kevin Reynolds, Lon Seidman, Bonnie Stewart, Don Stein, Jim Vigue, Kashina Walsh-Weaver, Patricia Walters, Rep. D’Agostino, Rep. Davis, Rep. Demicco, Rep. Fleischman, Rep. Johnson, Rep. McGee, Rep. Morris, Rep. Srinivasan.  

The meeting was called to order by Board of Education Sub-Committee Chair Rep. Kevin Ryan at 10:34 a.m.  Representative Ryan reviewed the minutes of the previous meeting (12.2.13) and moved for acceptance.  The minutes were adopted unanimously with First Selectman Formic and Representative Hoydick abstaining.  Representative Ryan introduced the presenters and turned the floor over to Dennis Parker, National ACLU Justice Center, for the first presentation.  

Presentation by Dennis Parker of the National ACLU Justice Center

Dennis Parker offered an overview of current Sheff compliance. Attorney Parker became affiliated with the case in 1994.  A new tentative agreement was recently signed following difficult negotiations.    Often the difficulties surrounding compliance are highlighted through media. Dennis Parker wanted to touch on the obligations that are monitored by court and talk about some of the opportunities.  He noted that as we approach the 25th anniversary of this case, there have been significant benefits to the Hartford metropolitan area.  
Dennis Parker explained that the case was filed by a coalition of local and grassroots organizations, as well as national organizations.  At the time, the state itself with the then commissioner wrote a report highlighting two Connecticut’s.  The case was brought to Hartford, but could have easily been filed in New Haven or Bridgeport.  The focus of this case was on students in Hartford, with the first majority Latino student populations who were suffering disproportionately.  The case landed in the Connecticut Supreme Court.  The Court held a fundamental right to education.  In his opinion, Connecticut has one of the strongest constitutions where education is guaranteed.  Thus the court found the state responsible for ending racial isolation.  Through his work, the question was often asked, should districts be able to volunteer desegregation programs?  Many times the answer was yes.  
Dennis Parker reviewed some of the benefits to integration – increased critical thinking, greater achievement, and prepares students for a diverse workplace.
Racially isolated schools on the other hand often have higher teacher turnover with lower teacher quality with concentrated educational disadvantages, and limited access to peers.   Overall – lower outcomes.  
He explained we currently rely on a voluntary system, not a massive rezoning on a federal level. CREC operates out of Hartford along with Project Choice.  With increases in each program, 42% of kids in Hartford are meeting standards, mostly in the magnet school system.  
Dennis Parker than reviewed academic improvement through Project Choice – More than half of the participating students are scoring at or above vs. Hartford public schools in math and reading. 
In 2013, CREC looked at the magnets, Hartford magnets, and the Open Choice program and found dramatic improvements. Every program out preforms HPS, including areas of Math, Science, and Writing Proficiency.
He suggested that racial segregation is institutionalized in Connecticut school district system.  It was not designed this way, but had this effect.  Initially the court mandate redrawing district lines to remedy this however he demonstrated that you can improve performance without redrawing lines.  
This year the Hartford metropolitan area will have 43 magnet schools serving thousands of students, all offering a choice they would not otherwise have had.  This creates regional opportunities that cover more methods and themes.  He believes there is an opportunity to utilize resources within the region by pooling resources and creating efficiencies. There are some extremely small school districts because of the mandate which limits their ability to offer a rounded curriculum.  
The court's finding and focus of the case has been on the Hartford metropolitan are over the last 17 years but the arguments apply state wide.  He noted that compliance can be extremely costly.  One of the most economical programs is the suburban transfer program and there are ways to approach that when there are schools that are under-enrolled - using empty buildings and creating new programs.  
Following the presentation, the sub-committee offered questions:
Rep. Hoydick – my experience in Stratford was that we spent a lot of money on transportation to be in compliance.  I was wondering if you had any information on other region and where they spent their resources in order to be in compliance.  

Dennis Parker – I’m actually not familiar with that.  Transportation is a huge part of cost. Initially, it wasn't coordinated between the school districts.  But there is a new structure is in place.  Perhaps representatives from the State Department of Education could speak to that.  I don't want to misstate anything; it's not cost-free.  
Rep. Hoydick – Overall, the benefits have been seen throughout and I agree with you totally but there is an economic impact that we have to offset.  
Dennis Parker – As far as economic burden goes, to the extent that you have this improvement and achievement, the cost may be dwarfed by avoiding ultimate costs.
Rep. Ryan – When you discussed the achievement numbers, were those of the entire class or just Hartford students in the program compared with Hartford students in HPS?
Dennis Parker – They were the individual students participating.  
The Board of Education Sub-Committee Chair Rep. Kevin Ryan then introduce the next presenters.
Presentation and discussion by Robin Cecere and Glen Peterson of the State Department of Education: 

Robin Cecere explained that she is familiar with Dennis Parker’s work and as an attorney with SDE since 2007, with often work alongside him.   She began with a look at economic, ethnic, and racial isolation.  Of the 43 magnets, only 4 are not in compliance.  When she began, the magnet schools system was at 11% compliance, but now, we're at 42.3% of students participating in these programs.  Sheff must be looked at in different ways.  In the beginning, the objective was to build two new schools and enroll 600 students each year, but this was unsustainable.  With a new centralized system that the state controls, the regionalization of Sheff improves both the system and the processes for enrollment.  
Robin Cecere mentioned the familiar negatives but also emphasized the concern of losing Hartford students to other districts.  Part of the goal now is improving hartford's school system through the same centralization as well as increased flexibility.    She explained that growth has been substantial over last 6 years.  
With $2.5 billion invested in Sheff, cost is a critical issue – in operation, construction, and bonding.  She explained the focus is both on increased efficiency as well as a revitalization of Hartford.    
Robin Cecere then discussed participation rates across districts.  She described a voluntary system, where the state cannot mandate participation.  Open Choice is the most economic option but some districts have low participation rates.  Certain districts have high tuition rates and the SDE is trying to address that.  It would be hard to achieve compliance through mandating the number of students from each district, but it's something under consideration.   
There has been a redefinition of “racial isolation” to include populations other than just white.  Compliance is a goal of Hartford schools.  All 4 schools that were non-compliant were newly converted Hartford schools but it is a goal of the state that we continue to invest and meet those challenges.  Robin Cecere explained the need to ensure integrity of existing town systems with a goal of increased capacity with limited dollars.  
Robin Cecere then reviewed some of the regional demographics.  
She explained that recent agreements reflect a new steppingstone but there is a lot of work left to be done.  For 2014/15 there is a goal of 44%.  She explained the current agreement has a revision of isolation, looking at white populations, and including a number of Asian and Pacific Islander populations.   With this “Other” group, diversity is still created with added capacity and a focus on building Hartford.  
Following the presentation, the sub-committee offered questions:

Rep Alexander – Regarding phases 2 and 3 and the specifics that are planned to assist Hartford public schools, and will these phases help other school district as well?  Secondly, I have some personal concerns about creating a modern day caste system.  The work around Sheff has been magnificent but my concern is what happens when you can't get into that system.  We're creating a system of haves and have-nots.  
Robin Cecere – The agreement reflects building Hartford, not draining every student from their system, that's unsustainable.  We’re looking a taking present neighborhood schools and creating magnet opportunities.  I've heard from parents that do not get into the lottery.  We are investing in Hartford because students are already there.  The dichotomy in a family unit is troubling where one student gets in and another sibling doesn't.  As we progress, we want to whittle away at the have and have-not system.  
Rep. Alexander – It is a difficult problem to solve.  There are no plans to address any other district outside of Hartford, is that correct?
Robin Cecere - We have other districts participating.  We've always envisioned moving to suburban districts.  Isolation in surrounding communities is just as significant.  That's why we offer opportunities to suburban students.  
Rep. Alexander – Thank you.
Rep. Ryan – Are there any comments for Mr. Parker?
Dennis Parker – I agree with Ms. Cecere.  I would say that our goal is to increase the number of students and the number of opportunities.  We always thought this was a template for all students.  You may not know how much Connecticut is a model across the country.  We're hopeful that our individual programs are being watched by Hartford schools too.  
Stephen McKeever – Had we looked at this at a county level would it be different?  Are magnets holding their students who are special ed or disruptive students or are they sending them back to their districts.  That would skew the numbers.  In terms of lighthouse schools, why not put money right into the Hartford school instead going outside of it?  
Robin Cecere – There is continued enrollment in magnets.  Disenrollment did happen once but has significantly decreased by turning over control to the state.  We had concerns with SPED and disruptive students and we don't send them back.  
Glen Peterson – At the last State BOE meeting, there was a presentation on this and expulsion rates, comparing different school, RESCS (CREC in our region) had lowest expulsion rates.
Robin Cecere – In regards to lighthouse schools and our initial proposal, the commitment was to an initiative and we don't anticipate going outside of the district.  It will be through the Hartford BOE and will use HPS employees.  It fits nicely with the direction we need for phase 4 of Sheff.  
Christopher Wilson – I represent our BOE and serve on the CREC council.  CREC Magnets have grown as large as they can and the State Legislature has worked to support it.  It’s still a hard sell in the community in an absence of cost-benefit analysis.  The original subsidies weren't enough.  What does it cost up to take on additional students?  These thresholds seem somewhat arbitrary.  
Robin Cecere – At the Sheff office, more general analysis was done.  Obviously $2,500 isn't the cost of educating a child.  It's hard analysis to do.  We try and reach out to districts, to increase participation, and give a sense of what the tier system can do for the community.   We're adding capitol support to districts.  It's not just physical capacity, its resource capacity.  Open Choice is the greatest challenge.
Rep. Case – Referring to your handout, one of the towns I represent has increased 1% each year.  We have a semi-private high school, is that included in this calculation?
Robin Cecere – That's just Sheff participants. 
Glen Peterson – That number does include any child living in Winchester currently participating in the system.
Leo Canty – The overall sense that I get is a series of Supreme Court rulings telling the state to comply.  Over here we have a big picture of taking care of all students, and with this we’re losing sight of that.  Is this the right way?  It's not unique to Connecticut.  The roll of this group is to look at what we can do better.   We have a regional system with Sheff, but won't implement a strong regional structure.  What is it we could have done better and how do we do it moving forward?
Robin Cecere – We can do it better and no, we haven't solved the all of the problems.  Part of my message is we didn't do it right initially with just building magnets and putting students in them.  While it's costly, I think we're leaning lessons and getting better.  Our diversity of districts makes this difficult. There's our district and outside of us, everyone else is one big district.  Transportation is so costly, but it's so much better than it was.  Our gains are substantial but we have a long way to go.  We know, not every Hartford kids wants to leave Hartford.  We want to make Hartford a better system.  
Dennis Parker – It's a wonderful question.  I agree with Robin that given the circumstance, that in Connecticut the system has worked remarkably well and against hard odds.  Housing and segregation is overlaid on this.  Lighthouse schools interest us because it can affect larger systems that complicate this.  That 50% of students are not in these settings is disturbing.  
Leo Canty – Maybe we need to look at some “what if” models because of the amount of money we're spending.  We wouldn't know what a solid regional district would look like to even know if it would save money.  Is creating a model feasible?
Robin Cecere – It's a big question.   We had started to look at a regional model.   It takes a lot of work.  For the first time, we are positioned best to determine where we go.  We just signed on Friday so everyone is just taking a breath.  
Rep. Ryan – Thank you for placing some of your comments in regionalization.  Any other questions?
Connor Casey – How many students are eligible and how many opt in?  
Robin Cecere – We have those numbers but not with us. 
Glen Peterson - Last year, over 18,000 students participated in the lottery but I’m not sure how many were accepted. 
Robin Cecere – There are over 16, 000 students in magnet schools, all admitted each year.  On the Harford side, we are moving away from the demand model.  
Rep. Ryan – Thank you for your participation.  Rep. Johnson had suggested your presentation but was not able to attend.    The staff and I will work to determine the time and date of our next meeting.  Are there any suggestions for future agendas?
Rep. Maroney – In 2011, Massachusetts, and I believe Rhode Island, conducted a report on regionalization that we might discuss as part of this sub-committee.  
Rep. Ryan closed the meeting.

The meeting adjourned at 11:56 a.m.
