Testimony
Submitted to the
Education Committee

February 23, 2011

GOVERNOR'S BILL NO. 6385 AN ACT IMPLEMENTING THE BUDGET
RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE GOVERNOR CONCERNING EDUCATION

To Representative Fleischmann, Senator Stillman, and members of the Appropriations
Committee.

My name is Leslee Hill, and | am a member of the Canton Board of Education. | serve
as Canton's representative to the Capital Region Education Council (CREC), and
Canton’s liaison to the Connecticut Association of Boards of Education (CABE). Please
accept this testimony in reference to Governor's Bill 6385, An Act Implementing the
Budget Recommendations of the Governor Concerning Education.

The Canton Board of Education supports the Open Choice funding in the Governor’s
proposed education recommendations, Sec. 12, subsection (g) of section 10-266aa of
the general statutes. We support the State Department of Education’s proposed tiered
funding formula based upon patticipation in the Open Choice program:.

- $3,000 per student for districts allocating 1% or more of their total enrolliment to

Open Choice students;
- $4,000 per student for districts allocating 2% or more; and
- $6,000 per student for districts allocating 3% or more.

Increasing the per pupil funding rate from $2.500 to a maximum of $6,000 is essential to
meet the Open Choice participation benchmarks agreed upon by the State of
Connecticut for the implementation of the Sheff Comprehensive Management Plan. This
funding level must be met prior to any other actions being taken, including funding the
development of new magnet schools.

We oppose mandating school districts participation in Open Choice. With the
appropriation of additional funding for Open Choice, the State Board of Education’s
proposal to mandate participation and the proposed Crandall magnet schools would not

be necessary.

The attached document details the rates of participation in Open Choice Programs by
Connecticut districts in 2010-2011. Of the 35 districts in the Capitol Region, the
preponderance of suburban towns currently accepts Open Choice students despite the
clear financial strain it presents. The current grant subsidy of $2,500 per pupil has long
been insufficient in a region where the average per pupil expenditure is currently at
$13,600.

Canton has proactively sought to fulfill the remedies proscribed by the court in the Sheff
Comprehensive Management Plan. Currently, Canton enrolls 53 students in the Open
Choice program, which equates to 3% of the student population and ranks 6" on the
participation chart. Moreover, Ganton has worked diligently to fulfill the spirit of the




court's ruling. For example, Canton has instituted a host family program to welcome our
new students and their families as valued members of the Canton schools community.
Canton has also sought out siblings of current Open Choice students, in order {o
provide entire families with the opportunity for a Canton schools education. In
September, Canton launched a pilot full-day kindergarten class for its Open Choice
kindergarteners. This program not only allows one class of Hartford and Canton
kindergarteners to learn together for a full day, it also engages the families of the
students in social and educational activities outside of the school day. We hope to
continue with this level of commitment, but only with adequate funding will enable us to
do so.

Canton also supports the $500,000 proposed funding for academic support services
grants to participating school districts. This funding is essential for closing the
achievement gap for Open Choice students who enter a suburban school district at the
middle and secondary levels.

Despite aggressive efforts and numerous proposed solutions by the General Assembly
and the Office of Policy and Management, the goals of the Comprehensive
Management Plan continue to go unmet due to the lack of a strategic plan and poorly
allocated funding. Additional funding for Open Choice is a strategic use of state funds.
It costs approximately $13,500 in state and local dollars to educate a magnet school
student versus $6,000 per pupil for Open Choice placement; therefore, we can educate
two students in Open Choice settings at the same cost of educating a singie magnet
school student. Canton fully supports CREG in its commitment to forgo the opening of
any new rmagnet schools in order to realiocate precious dollars {0 Open Choice
programs. Instead of districts sending magnet school tuitions to the state, the state will
send Open Choice funding to school districts. This is the most financially responsible
manner with which to ensure long-term success and sustainability of the Open Choice
Program.

The Canton Board of Education believes in equal access to high quality education for all
of Connecticut’s children. However, in these difficuit economic times, we must seek the
cost effective solution that is proven to work. The Open Choice program is working, but
it cannot continue without adequate funding to encourage increased participation by the
suburban districts, Canton has demonstrated its commitment {0 providing a high
quality, integrated education for our children, butitis critical that you consider the
financial burdens faced by Canton and ali school districts, while we voluntarily embrace
higher percentages of Open Choice students.

We would welcome your visit to our schools to see first hand how Open Choice is
working in Canton. Thank you for your consideration and support.

Leslee B. Hill
91 Andrew Drive, Canton, CT
Canton Board of Education .
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