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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.

Connecticut Voices for Children supports the concept of community schools. By pairing
high-quality educational experiences with services that reduce some of the challenges to learning that
low-income children may encounter, such schools can better support children’s learning while
addressing underlying inequities in family well-being. Although CT Voices supportts the proposal to
add to the number of community schools and to evaluate them using multiple criteria (rather than
only test scores), we have several concerns about Senate Bill 1002’s proposed method of funding the
programs, the districts' capacity to implement the programs, and the requirement that districts select
schools for participation.

The community school project is a very promising concept that several Connecticut districts
have already begun developing. Raised Senate Bill 1002 proposes that the thirty highest-need
districts in Connecticut, “will establish full service community schools to begin operations in the
school commencing July 1, 2014 in the thirty highest need districts in the state. These schools
would provide comprehensive educational, developmental, family, health and wrap-around services
during non-school hours." Their goal is to improve academic development, build school and
community engagement and improve the skills, capacity and well-being of the community in which
the school is located.”

This model is based on research that overwhelmingly establishes that out-of-school factors
(such as family income, health, and neighborhood safety) strongly influence children’s
achievement (as measured by standardized tests). For example, there is a statistically significant
and large negative correlation between the percent of children eligible for free and reduced price
meals and standardized test results in school districts in Connecticut — as poverty rises, scores
decline.” This research suggests that the out-of-school supports offered by community schools, in
addition to a quality educational program, could help reduce the out-of-school challenges to
children’s academic success and well-being.

In 2003, a review of twenty community school evaluations suggested various positive academic and
developmental outcomes, depending on the program.” However, the review also suggested the need
for sound methods and sufficient data to evaluate the quality and impact of community school
programs.

For example, Hartford, Connecticut has seven community school programs.” The final report on
these programs yielded mixed results and it called for an improved process of collecting evidence.™
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The community schools plan would promote the use of multiple criteria to evaluate
children’s development and well-being in school." The proposal would require a school and
community operations audit to document the academic and socioeconomic needs of the families
and children that attend the selected school.” Based on these audits, a full-service community plan
would address the holistic academic, socioeconomic, and physical needs of children in the
community.”

It is important to evaluate the community schools project using multiple criteria because
single-measure academic indicators such as “proficiency” rates on the CMT or CAPT could
provide a distorted picture of success or failure.™ By 2015, the bill would require a robust
program evaluation of the full service community schools, including data on the effectiveness of the
partnerships, a broad array of indicators of children’s academic development and well-being, and
financial information.” The information above could prove useful in rigorous studies of the impact
of community schools compared to other school models with similar demographic groups.

However, because SB 1002 does not guarantee sufficient resources for the new community
schools, it risks becoming an unfunded mandate for the state’s 30 poorest cities and towns.
The bill proposes that the Department of Education, “within available appropriations” shall provide
an annual grant to the local or regional board of education for the school districts,™ yet requires that
these thirty high-need districts select three schools for participation regardless of whether the state
provides any grant funding, and indeed regardless of whether they are capable of funding the project
on their own.

Additionally, implementation could be hampered by a lack of district capacity. Some
districts, such as Hartford, for instance, may have greater staff capacity and experience working with
community schools to implement this project than other districts. In light of the tremendous policy
demands that the thirty high-need, or “alliance”, districts currently face, districts should elect to
participate in the community schools project.™”

As an alternative, we propose that the bill be amended to eliminate the proposed mandate
and instead provide the 30 high-need districts with the op#ion to select schools to participate
in the community schools project and that the State Department of Education be directed to
provide support through planning grants and technical assistance to districts that opt-in.
However, the other aspects of the model would remain unchanged for districts that choose to
participate. For districts that have the capacity and interest to participate, the community schools
may be able to provide children and families with significant support towards academic growth and
improved well-being. To achieve this end, the community schools bill should be amended to read:

Sec. 2. (NEW) (Effective July 1, 2013) On or before August 1, 2013, the local or regional board of education for
each school district designated as an alliance district, pursuant to section 10-262u of the general statutes, may shatt
identify two elementary schools and one high school located in the school district that will establish full service
commmunity schools at such schools to begin operations in the school year commencing July 1, 2014. The board of
education shall give priority to those elementary schools with existing family resource centers.

Thank you for your time and considering our testimony. Please contact me should you have any
concerns or questions.
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