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For purposes of eligibility for state school readiness grants, you asked what the statutory criteria are for (1) a priority school district, (2) a transitional school district, (3) a priority school, and (4) a severe need school. 

SUMMARY


The state school readiness program divides school districts into two categories and establishes different levels of state grants and different grant formulas for each.  The two categories, priority and transitional school districts, were established for purposes of other state educational grants and their qualifying criteria incorporate measures of economic and educational need. 

The school readiness law also defines two kinds of poor schools, priority and severe need schools.  The definitions are identical except for the type of district where the schools are located.  Priority schools are poor schools located in nonpriority districts and severe need schools are poor schools located in priority or former priority districts.  Both definitions use eligibility for free or reduced-price lunches under the federal school lunch program as a qualifying measure of poverty.  

SCHOOL READINESS GRANT DISTRIBUTION 

By law, 93% of the state school readiness appropriation is reserved for priority school districts and 6.5% for districts with priority schools.  Priority districts receive grants according to (1) their relative average kindergarten enrollment for the three years prior to the grant year and (2) the ratio of the average number of free and reduced-price school lunches served in their severe-need schools to the minimum percentage needed for severe-need school designation. 

PA 00-187 makes districts eligible for these noncompetitive grants even after they no longer qualify for a priority district designation.  It also extends noncompetitive grants to transitional districts starting in FY 2001-02.

Grants for districts with priority schools that are not priority, former priority, or transitional districts are awarded competitively.  The maximum grant is $100,000 per year for a district with one priority school. The education commissioner can award larger grants, within appropriations, to districts with more than one such school (CGS Sec. 10-16p, as amended by PA 99-230 and PA 00-187).

PRIORITY SCHOOL DISTRICTS

State law designates the following as priority school districts:

· The eight towns with the largest populations, based on the last census.

· In the first year of each biennium, the 11 towns with the highest numbers of children on welfare plus the largest numbers of children scoring below the remedial level on the state mastery tests.

· In the first year of each biennium, the 11 towns that rank highest in number of children on welfare divided by grant mastery percentage.  The grant mastery percentage is the number of mastery tests on which students in the district score below the remedial level divided by the total number of tests taken in the district (CGS § 10-266p (a), as amended by PA 99-224).

Once a district is determined to be a priority district for purposes of the school readiness grant, it remains permanently eligible even if in subsequent years, it no longer meets these qualifications and becomes a former priority district (PA 00-187).

For FY 2000-01, the priority districts are Bloomfield, Bridgeport, Danbury, East Hartford, Hartford, Meriden, New Britain, New Haven, New London, Norwalk, Stamford, Waterbury, West Haven, and Windham.  The former priority districts are Bristol and Middletown.  

TRANSITIONAL SCHOOL DISTRICTS

A transitional school district is a district that is not a priority district or, for purposes of school readiness grants, a former priority district, and that ranks from one to 21 among all districts on either (1) number of children on welfare plus number of children scoring below the remedial level on mastery tests or (2) number of children on welfare divided by grant mastery percentage (CGS § 10-263c).

Transitional school districts determined eligible for noncompetitive school readiness grants in FY 2001-02 remain eligible for five years (PA 00-187). For FY 2000-01, the transitional districts that are not former priority districts are Ansonia, Derby, Groton, Hamden, Killingly, Manchester, Norwich, Putnam, Stratford, and West Hartford.

PRIORITY SCHOOLS

A priority school is a school located outside of a priority or former priority district where 40% or more of the lunches served are served to students eligible for free and reduced-price lunches under the federal school lunch program. Starting July 1, 2001, such schools must also be located outside transitional districts.  A district determined eligible under this category remains eligible for school readiness grants for five years (CGS § 10-16p, as amended by PA 00-187).

Under the federal school lunch program, children with family incomes under 130% of federal poverty levels are eligible for free lunches and students with family incomes between 130% and 185% are eligible for reduced-price lunches (a school lunch program income eligibility chart is attached).

SEVERE NEED SCHOOLS

A severe need school is a priority school located in a priority or former priority district (CGS Sec. 10-16p, as amended by PA 00-187). The State Department of Education’s literature (attached) on the school readiness program uses the term to describe poor schools located outside of priority districts, thus making the term a synonym for “priority schools” (see above). The same literature also uses the term “severe-need communities” to describe districts receiving competitive school readiness grants. Confusion is possible because the department’s terminology does not match the statutory definitions and language.
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