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Senator Stillman, Representative Fleischmann, and distinguished Members of the Education
Committee:

I am testifying today on behalf of Connecticut Voices for Children, a research-based public
education and advocacy organization that works statewide to promote the well-being of
Connecticut’s children, youth, and families.

The Governor’s Bill on education, S.B. 24, proposes a new way to define district
petformance using data from the state’s standardized tests, the CAPT and the CMT. CT
Voices has concerns about the definition of “district performance index” and the related
formula. Additionally, we propose amendments to SB 24 related to alternative schools.
Finally, we are also concerned about the reduction in funding for School-Based Health
Centers.

I. Any evaluation of a school district should take into account indicators of basic academic skills-like
tests-as well as other evidence of critical thinking, participation in the arts, reading of literature,
preparation for skilled work and civic life, growth in social skills, and positive emotional health and
development.' District evaluation should also account for the inequitable distribution of resources
available across districts, the economic challenges that children and families face, and the efforts
made by parents, teachers, and students to improve the quality of their schools.

As currently defined in the bill, the “district performance index” calculates a composite indicator of
the results from only the standard and modified CMT and CAPT in math, reading, science,
and writing.’(See table 1)’ The formula and definition fall short of valid and balanced district
evaluation. The purpose of this index is to rank and sort districts using standardized test results.
The index also assumes a critical role in the definition of “conditional funding districts”, schools
within the “Commissioner’s Network” defined in this bill, and the NCLB waiver request.*

In a number of ways, the “district performance index” may amplify the problems associated with the
No Child Left Behind Act. Admittedly, the index attempts to view more levels than just
“proficient”, which was the primary metric of NCLB.’Concerns with the “district performance
index” include: conflating increases in test scores with progress in student learning, reporting district
outcomes in a potentially confusing way, ignoring changes in student demographics, disadvantaging
districts where many students begin school unprepared to begin school, and other technical issues.’
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There is a danger that in practice, the easiest way for administrators and educators to improve a
district’s index will be to accelerate the trend of teaching to the state’s standardized tests and
excluding students from schools and districts that would not score well on those tests such as
emerging bilingual students (ELL), students with disabilities, low-income, and/or some minority
students.”

The definition in the bill may encourage an incomplete metric that the State Department of
Education will use to judge, conditionally fund, and intervene in school districts. We strongly urge
further review and broad discussion of this definition of “district petformance index” and
consideration of an alternative definition with an evidence-based, understandable, and
balanced way of evaluating districts.

II. Additionally, CT Voices for Children recommends that SB 24 should be amended to improve
the quality, informed consent procedures, and information publicly available regarding “alternative
schools and programs,” — schools and programs for at-risk students who require nontraditional
modes of instruction.

While SB 24 promotes a number of “alternative” educational options — such as charter and magnet
schools — and encourages those schools to be more inclusive of students who are struggling in
regular classrooms,’ the bill does not address the large number of at risk students currently being
educated in other types of (largely unregulated) alternative schools and programs. Alternative
schools exist in many school districts in Connecticut and can play a valuable role for many at risk
students who require nontraditional modes of instruction.

Accordingly, SB 24 should be amended to:

(1) ensure that alternative schools and programs offer educational opportunities equal to those
afforded by traditional high schools, in accordance with the right under Connecticut’s
Constitution to equal educational opportunity.’

(2) ensure that parents and the public understand what alternative schools and programs are
available to students; and

(3) ensure that parents and students are able to provide informed consent for placement in an
alternative school or program.

Further supporting material and proposed language is attached to this testimony in
Appendix A.

III. Finally, we are pleased to see in this bill the recognition of the need for wraparound services that
address the holistic needs of children, particularly for physical and mental health services. Schools
are a critical part of the mental health care delivery system, since 70-80% of children receiving
services do so through a school setting, which can both reduce stigma and facilitate access."’ Early
intervention is an important investment for the state to make because it creates better outcomes for
children and provides significant cost savings in the long run.

However, we are concerned that the Governor’s proposed education plan dedicates funding for new
community schools — and therefore access to expanded health services — only to a small number of



struggling school districts, while the needs are great across the state. Furthermore, we are concerned
to see the funding for School Based Health Centers was reduced by $412,592 (4%) in the
Governor’s midterm budget,' which will impede the ability of existing health centers to provide
services to the children in their schools.
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Appendix A: Supporting Material re: Alternative Schools

SB 24 should be amended to improve the quality, informed consent procedures, and information
ublicly available regarding “alternative schools and programs,” — schools and programs for at-risk
students who require nontraditional modes of instruction.

Querview

While SB 24 promotes a number of “alternative” educational options — such as charter and magnet
schools — and encourages those schools to be more inclusive of students who are struggling in
regular classrooms,'” the bill does not address the large number of at risk students currently being
educated in other types of (largely unregulated) alternative schools and programs. (The term “at
risk” refers to students who are at risk of dropping out of traditional schools, being excluded from
traditional schools due to behavioral challenges, or becoming involved in the juvenile justice system
due in part to unmet educational, mental health, and behavioral needs. At risk students frequently
benefit from nontraditional modes of instruction offered in smaller, more personalized,
environments, with a greater array of social supports).

Alternative schools exist in many school districts in Connecticut and can play a valuable role for
many at risk students who require nontraditional modes of instruction. However, as described
below, there are many barriers to effective alternative education in Connecticut.

Accordingly, SB 24 should be amended to:

1. ensure that alternative schools and programs offer educational opportunities equal to
those afforded by traditional high schools, in accordance with the right under Connecticut’s
Constitution to equal educational opportunity."’

2. ensure that parents and the public understand what alternative schools and programs are
available to students; and

3. ensure that parents and students are able to provide informed consent for placement in an

alternative school or program.

Proposed language that addresses these issues is attached to this testimony in Appendix A.

The patchwork of alternative educational schools and programs in Connecticut faces several large structural problems
and lags far behind the systems in other states.

Although there are several high quality alternative schools in Connecticut, there are many pressing

problems facing the patchwork of alternative educational schools and programs in our state. Most

notably:

e The State Department of Education does not provide any oversight to alternative
schools or programs, nor does it require basic data reporting except in limited
circumstances. Indeed, there currently exists no publicly-available Zs# of alternative schools
and programs in Connecticut, much less basic information concerning their locations,
numbers of students served, curriculum, resources, entry or exit procedures, or reasons for
which students are sent to them.'* Many alternative programs are denoted as “programs”
rather than schools, which exempts them from submitting Strategic School Profiles.” (In
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fact, only a handful of alternative educational environments throughout the state are
classified as “schools” and therefore make public the basic information required by Strategic
School Profiles.'®) To the extent they are actually included in mandatory reports, basic
demographic and outcome data — such as graduation rates — for students in alternative
“programs” are commingled with data from the traditional school, making it impossible to
determine how many students are sent to alternative programming or evaluate the
educational success of these programs.'” In addition, our research has uncovered to date no
administrator in Connecticut’s State Department of Education charged, even in part, with
the “portfolio” of the state’s alternative schools and programs. Accordingly, there is not
even a rudimentary quality assurance system.

e Some districts unilaterally move students into alternative schools or programs without
parental consent, and sometimes also refuse to allow students to exit the programs back to
traditional schools." In some cases, schools circumvent formal expulsion procedures by
“counseling out” students with challenging behavioral needs. There currently exists no
standard process or set of rules for determining which students are sent to alternative
programs or why."”

e Many alternative schools do not offer their students the same number of class hours or
course offerings that regular public schools require, thus denying vulnerable students
access to the quantity and quality of education that they deserve.”’ Although it is important
for alternative schools and programs to have the flexibility to pursue nontraditional means of
instruction, the educational services offered must nonetheless meet a baseline sufficient to
guarantee the equal educational opportunity required by Connecticut’s Constitution.

e While some alternative schools help students succeed, others become “dumping grounds”
for vulnerable students, providing pathways to the juvenile justice system.” Without basic
procedural safeguards and quality assurance mechanisms, it is impossible to evaluate which
programs are succeeding and which are ineffective.

Other states provide, through legislation and through state education department leadership,
sophisticated quality assurance and oversight structures.”’Many of the elements of these “best
practice” states have been incorporated into the proposed amendment below.

The proposed amendment to SB 24 will make crucial improvements to alternative educational opportunities for
Connecticut’s at-risk_students:

e By requiring SDE to consult with various stakeholders in developing a definition for
alternative schools and programs and developing methods of data collection, the proposed
amendment will ensure that light is shed on these often “invisible” schools and programs.

e Through establishing standardized processes for enrollment of students, to include
informed parental consent, the proposed amendment will ensure that students are being
placed in a thoughtful and equitable way.



e Through mandating class hours and course offerings, the proposed amendment will
ensure that alternative students will have access to the same depth and breadth of education
as their peers in regular public schools.

Suggested Amendment to SB 24

Section 36 of Raised Bill No. 24 should be amended as follows:

Section 10-220d of the 2012 supplement to the general statutes is repealed and the following is
substituted in lieu thereof

(Effective July 1, 2012):

Each local and regional board of education shall provide full access to [regional vocational-
technical] technical high schools, regional agricultural science and technology education centers,
interdistrict magnet schools, charter schools and interdistrict student attendance programs for the
recruitment of students attending the schools under the board's jurisdiction, provided such
recruitment is not for the purpose of interscholastic athletic competition. Each local and regional
board of education shall provide information relating to technical high schools, regional
agricultural science and technology education centers, interdistrict magnet schools, charter
schools, alternative schools and interdistrict student attendance programs on the board's
web site. Fach local and regional board of education shall inform students and parents of students
in middle and high schools within such board's jutisdiction of the availability of (1) vocational,
technical and technological education and training at [regional vocational-technical] technical high
schools, and (2) agricultural science and technology education at regional agricultural science,
alternative schools and technology education centers.

Conn. Gen Stat. 10-186 shall be amended as follows:

(a) (1) Each local or regional board of education shall furnish, by transportation or otherwise, school
accommodations so that each child five years of age and over and under twenty-one years of age
who is not a graduate of a high school or vocational school may attend public school, except as
provided in section 10-233c¢, and subsection (d) of section 10-233d.Boards of education may
choose to provide an alternative school or program as an educational option within the
district. Any board of education which denies school accommodations, including a denial based on
an issue of residency, to any such child shall inform the parent or guardian of such child or the child,
in the case of an emancipated minor or a pupil eighteen years of age or older, of his right to request
a hearing by the board of education in accordance with the provisions of subdivision (1) of
subsection (b) of this section. A board of education which has denied school accommodations shall
advise the board of education under whose jurisdiction it claims such child should be attending
school of the denial. For purposes of this section, (1) a “parent or guardian” shall include a surrogate
parent appointed pursuant to section 10-94g, and (2) a child residing in a dwelling located in more
than one town in this state shall be considered a resident of each town in which the dwelling is




located and may attend school in any one of such towns. For purposes of this subsection,
“dwelling” means a single, two or three family house or a condominium unit.

(2) On or before July 1, 2013, the State Department of Education, in consultation with
alternative school administrators and educators, parents, students, and advocates, shall (1)
define “alternative school” and “alternative program” for use by local and regional boards of
education, which shall include schools where parents have elected to register their
children,(2) establish the criteria by which local and regional boards of education are to

measure, collect, and report on data concerning alternative schools and programs in the
school district, including but not limited to the following: the reason for attendance in an

alternative schools or programs, per pupil expenditure, average duration of attendance,
placement of students post- alternative school or program placement, and total number of
students served during the school year, (3) establish processes by which schools will refer or
students will seek enrollment to alternative schools and programs, including procedures to
obtain informed parental consent prior to referral, and discharge students back to traditional
public schools, (4) establish procedures to obtain informed parental consent prior to referral.
(3) Every school district must publicly disclose, including but not limited to making
available on its district website, the existence, purpose, location, contact information, staff
directory, and enrollment for all district-operated alternative schools and programs.

Conn Gen. Stat. 10-220(c) shall be amended as follows:

Annually, each local and regional board of education shall submit to the commissioner of education
a strategic school profile report for each school, including each alternative school or program,
under its jurisdiction and for the school district as a whole. The superintendent of each local and
regional school district shall present the profile report at the next regularly scheduled public meeting
of the board of education after each November first....

Conn Gen. Stat. 10-16 shall be amended as follows:

Each school district shall provide in each school year no less than one hundred and eighty days of
actual school sessions for grades kindergarten to twelve, inclusive, nine hundred hours of actual
school work for full-day kindergarten and grades one to twelve, inclusive, and four hundred and fifty
hours of half-day kindergarten, provided school districts shall not count more than seven hours of
actual school work in any school day towards the total required for the school year.Such
requirements shall also apply to alternative schools and programs unless the Commissioner
of the State Department of Education waives such requirements, pursuant to procedures
established by the State Department of Education. If weather conditions result in an early
dismissal or a delayed opening of school, a school district which maintains separate morning and
afternoon half-day kindergarten sessions may provide either a morning or afternoon half-day
kindergarten session on such day.

Conn. Gen. Stat. 10-16b shall be amended as follows:

(a) In the public schools, the program of instruction offered shall include at least the following
subject matter, as taught by legally qualified teachers, the arts; career education; consumer education;
health and safety, including, but not limited to, human growth and development, nutrition, first aid,



disease prevention, community and consumer health, physical, mental and emotional health,
including youth suicide prevention, substance abuse prevention, safety, which may include the
dangers of gang membership, and accident prevention; language arts, including reading, writing,
grammar, speaking and spelling; mathematics; physical education; science; social studies, including,
but not limited to, citizenship, economics, geography, government and history; and in addition, on at
least the secondary level, one or more world languages and vocational education. For purposes of
this subsection, world languages shall include American Sign Language, provided such subject
matter is taught by a qualified instructor under the supervision of a teacher who holds a certificate
issued by the State Board of Education. For purposes of this subsection, the “arts” means any form
of visual or performing arts, which may include, but not be limited to, dance, music, art and theatre.
Such program of instruction outlined above shall also be available to students enrolled in

alternative schools and programs.

Conn. Gen. Stat. 10-233f(b) shall be amended as follows:

A local or regional board of education may reassign a pupil to a regular classroom program in a
different school in the school district and such reassignment shall not constitute a suspension
pursuant to section 10-233c, or an expulsion pursuant to section 10-233d. A student may also
attend an alternative school or program, provided informed parental consent for the
placement is obtained prior to referral.
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3Table 1
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