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Comparison of Certain Florida and Connecticut Education Lawsset  

You asked us to summarize laws passed recently in Florida on school accountability, school construction, and teacher certification.  You also wanted to know how these measures differ from Connecticut law on these topics.

SUMMARY


Florida’s school accountability program consists of state statutory educational goals, requirements for both state and local school improvement plans, deadlines for achieving the goals, measurement of progress, and provisions for addressing problems with schools that fail to make adequate progress.  Responsibility for developing specific implementation strategies is delegated to a separate independent commission created to oversee the program. Florida law requires each school to have an advisory council and gives the council authority over school improvement projects, backed up by funding authority.  It earmarks a percentage of state education aid  for school improvement and spending by the councils.


Connecticut has many of the same educational accountability requirements as Florida, including state and local educational goals and plans, requirements for measuring student achievement, and provisions for waiving state laws in order to implement innovative programs.  Although Connecticut law provides for school advisory councils, it does not give the councils any budgetary authority. In addition, Connecticut does not earmark funding for school improvement plans.


In 1997, the Florida legislature passed an extensive program allocating a total of $2.7 billion in state bonding over five years for school construction.  Among other things, the construction program requires facilities planning at the school district level, gives incentives for districts to be frugal in their construction spending, limits construction costs, and allocates state funds for maintenance projects.  


Connecticut, unlike Florida, has long provided considerable state money for school construction projects by reimbursing school districts for a percentage of eligible construction costs. In order to receive reimbursement, districts must comply with state space and other construction requirements. To be reimbursed, school construction projects must be specifically approved by the State Department of Education and the General Assembly. Total state bond allocations for local school construction projects now stand at more than $1.5 billion, which is about 55% of Florida’s despite Connecticut’s much smaller population. In addition, in 1998, the General Assembly inaugurated a special program to reimburse poor districts for school improvement and refurbishment projects that are not usually reimbursable. Districts must have long-term  building plans and file annual reports with the state on those plans and on the condition of their facilities.  The education commissioner must issue a statewide report on these same issues and submit it to the Education Committee.


Connecticut’s standards for certifying beginning teachers appear to be higher than Florida’s.  Florida has two certification levels and Connecticut has three.  Both states make their highest-level certificates renewable every five years.  Both require teachers to demonstrate specific competencies by passing tests.  But Florida grants teachers temporary certificates before they pass the tests, while Connecticut does not.  Florida also has an alternative certification program administered by school districts.  Connecticut has a state-administered alternative route to certification program.

SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT AND ACCOUNTABILITY

Educational Goals


The Florida school accountability law was first adopted in 1991 and has been amended several times since, most recently in 1997.  It requires the state to establish a system of school improvement and educational accountability by the year 2000.  The accountability system must (1) establish state and local educational goals, (2) measure educational outcomes rather than processes, (3) redirect resources toward helping schools and school districts meet state and local goals, (4) establish ways of measuring and reporting progress, (5) recognize successful schools, and (6) ensure that unsuccessful schools receive assistance and that action is taken if they do not improve.  


Connecticut law has provisions similar to the first five of these, including requirements for state and local educational goals, proficiency testing to measure progress, publication of school profiles, and a bonus in the state education funding formula for districts that improve their mastery test scores.  But it has no law that sanctions districts or schools that do not achieve a specified level of progress over a specified length of time.


Florida established the following goals to guide the improvement effort: 

· That communities and schools work to prepare children and families for school success

· That students who graduate are ready to enter work and postsecondary education

· That students compete successfully at the highest national and international levels and are ready to make well-reasoned, thoughtful, and healthy decisions throughout life

· That school environments are conducive to teaching and learning

· That schools provide environments that are safe, healthy, drug-free, and protect students’ civil rights

· That teachers and staff are professional

· That adults are literate and have the skills and knowledge to compete in the global economy and exercise the rights and responsibilities of citizens

· That communities, school boards, and schools give parents the opportunity to be actively involved in achieving school improvement and educational accountability (Fla. Stats. 229.591). 


Connecticut’s statutory educational goals are called the “educational interest of the state.”  They are:

· That each child have an equal opportunity to receive a suitable program of educational experiences

· That each school district finance a program, at least at the minimum expenditure requirement specified in the law, designed to achieve that end

· That, in order to reduce racial, ethnic, and economic isolation, each school district provide opportunities for its children to interact with students and teachers from other such backgrounds and may provide such opportunities for students from other districts 

· That the requirements of state law are carried out (CGS § 10-4a, as amended by PA 97-290).

Commission on Educational Reform and Accountability


 Florida law created an independent commission to oversee establishment of the new accountability system.  The commission is chaired jointly by the education commissioner (which is an elected post in Florida) and the lieutenant governor.  Other members are appointed by the governor and legislative leaders as follows:

· Three business representatives and a teacher appointed by the governor

· Three Senate members, a teacher, a public school parent, and a state education college dean, appointed by the Senate President

· Three House members, a vocational educator, a public school parent, and a school board member appointed by the House speaker

· A school superintendent, a school principal, a teacher, a testing and measurement expert, and a public school parent appointed by the education commissioner.


Recognized statewide organizations representing the enumerated interests must submit two or three nominees to each official for consideration (Fla. Stats. 229.593).


The commission must review and recommend procedures to implement the new accountability system.  It is also charged with recommending elimination of any laws, fiscal policies, or rules that impede school improvement.  It serves as an advisory body and is required to (1) hold hearings around the state to receive public comment on the accountability system; (2) observe the development and implementation of individual school improvement plans, paying particular attention to ensuring that parents, teachers, and members of the community are involved; (3) involving business in providing needed training for school advisory councils, teachers, principals, district administrators, and school board members; and (4) annually recommending changes in laws, rules, and policies.


In addition, the commission must, with the Department of Education’s help, review and analyze the results of school needs assessments submitted by local school boards and make recommendations concerning (1) the minimum number of credits, subjects, and courses required for regular and alternative high school diplomas; (2) the number of hours of instruction per credit; (3) the length of the high school day; and (4) the number of high school periods per day.


Finally, the commission must recommend to the legislature and the state board and commissioner of education, the components of a school accountability and improvement system and annually review and revise its recommendations as needed.  Recommendations must include:

· Performance standards for indicating adequate state, school district, and school progress toward the state education goals

· Ways to measure this progress, including the most effective and efficient procedures available from the existing measurement system

· Ways of publicly reporting progress on a school-by-school basis while minimizing competition between schools, and of reporting the status of children and families and community services available in each school district

· Ways of recognizing schools that make adequate progress and incentives, including financial incentives, to reward schools that make exceptional progress

· Guidelines the State Board of Education, the education commissioner, or a local school board may adopt in dealing with schools that fail to make progress after three years of help and intervention. Guidelines must be stringent and ensure that schools are not permitted to continue serving students inadequately.


The commission must submit a report and recommendations to the governor, the Senate president, the House speaker, the education commissioner and others by October 1 each year.  (A copy of the commission’s 1997 annual report is enclosed.) (Fla. Stats. 229.594)


Connecticut has no separate commission on educational accountability but assigns most of the same duties to the State Board of Education (CGS § 10-4).

Florida’s Implementation of the Accountability System


State Agency.  Each school in the state must develop a school improvement plan, which was to have been fully implemented and operational by the beginning of the 1993-94 school year.  The education commissioner is responsible for implementing and maintaining the accountability system.  Based on the recommendations of the reform and accountability commission, the commissioner must develop:

· A system for collecting and analyzing data to improve information about educational success of individual students and schools. The data system must identify programs and activities that need improvement.  Reports on school performance must be distributed to school boards before they are made public.

· A program to analyze the data and identify those schools or educational activities and programs that need improvement.

· A way of delivering services to help schools and school districts improve.

· Ways of coordinating state educational goals and school improvement plans with other state programs creating incentives for school improvement


There must be an annual determination of whether adequate progress is being made towards the state educational goals.  


The state education department must help schools and school districts assess their needs and develop school improvement plans.  It must also provide technical assistance and training to local officials, giving priority to rural and sparsely populated school districts.


The State Board of Education must adopt implementing rules.  In addition, the law gives the education commissioner the power to waive certain state laws relating to school instruction and operation.  The only laws he may not waive are those dealing with student health, safety and welfare; civil rights; allocation and appropriation of state and local funds; school board election, composition, and compensation; graduation and state accountability standards; financial reporting requirements; public meeting requirements; and due process requirements.   Waivers may be granted only at the request of the local school board.  Waivers must be reported annually to the legislative leaders.  Waivers are effective for five years (Fla. Stats. 229.592).


Local School Boards. School boards must carry out the following responsibilities with regard to the education improvement and accountability system.

· Annually approve and implement new, amended, or continued school improvement plans for each school in the district, using an approval process the board develops

· Develop a three-year plan of assistance and intervention for any school that does not make adequate progress toward meeting the goals and standards of its improvement plan

· After three years, notify the accountability commission and the State Board of Education of any school failing to make adequate progress

· Publicize information about school performance

· Allocate funds, including those received from the state, to schools to develop and implement improvement plans (Fla. Stats.230.23 (16)).

In 1998, the legislature added the following duties:

· Beginning in 1999-2000, address issues in their school improvement plans related to budget, training, instructional materials, technology, staffing, student support services, and other resource allocation matters

· Adopt policies to encourage school-site decision making

· Adopt a waiver process for school district and state policies to allow schools maximum flexibility

· Adopt policies to monitor the membership of the school advisory councils


District and School Advisory Councils.  Local school boards in districts with populations of 10,000 or more must establish an advisory council for each school and develop procedures to elect and appoint their members.  By law, a majority of each council’s members must be people who are not employed by the board.  The councils must be composed of the school principal and an appropriately balanced number of teachers, education support employees, students, parents, and other business and community citizens.  The members must represent the racial, ethnic, and economic community served by the school.  The members representing teachers, education support employees, students, and parents must be elected by their respective groups.  Business and community members must be appointed by the school board after a wide search and with appropriate input. Any board may establish a district advisory council in addition to the school ones.


The advisory councils must help in preparing and evaluating the school improvement plans. In 1998, the legislature made them the sole bodies responsible for final decision making at the school on issues relating to implementation of school improvement and educational accountability. Councils must also provide whatever assistance the school principal requests in preparing the school’s annual budget. And, according to an amendment adopted in 1998, starting in the 1999-2000 school year, councils will be required to help prepare their schools’ annual budget and improvement plan. (Fla. States. 229.58) 


Parent Advisory Committees. Any school district that has a population of less than 10,000 may establish one advisory council for the whole district that includes a duly elected teacher from each school. If a school does not have a school advisory council, the school board must appoint an advisory committee of parents of students at the school that represents the racial, ethnic and economic community the school serves, to advise the school principal on programs and projects to be funded from state aid.


Funding. State law allocates a minimum of 38% of the net revenues from the state lottery to the Educational Enhancement Trust Fund.  A designated portion of the money, determined annually by the legislature, must be distributed to each school district for enhancing school performance and implementing school improvement plans.  A part of this money designated each year in the appropriations act, must be spent only on programs or projects selected by either the school advisory council or the parent advisory committee. A 1998 law requires the funds designated for use by the councils to be used to implement the school improvement plan.  


School principals are barred from overriding the recommendations of the school advisory council or the parents’ advisory committee.  School councils and parents’ committees may not spend their money on capital projects or for any project or program lasting more than one year.  But they may independently decide to fund a program for a second year.


No school district can receive funds from the trust fund if any of its schools is without a school improvement plan.  Each district must publicize the ways it spends the lottery funds allocated to it on a quarterly basis.

Connecticut Implementation


State Board of Education. The law requires the State Board of Education, with an advisory committee that it establishes, to prepare a comprehensive plan for education in the state every five years that includes a statement of the board’s long and short-term objectives, cost implications, measurement criteria, and how its programs and operations relate to the goals.  The plan must include specific action plans, target dates, and ways of achieving the goals and objectives.  The plan must be submitted for public comment.  The board must report its progress in implementing it goals and objectives to the governor and the Education Committee every year (CGS § 10-4). 


Local Board Plans. Local boards of education, with the assistance of such groups such as parents, teacher, students, local officials, and others the board thinks appropriate, must prepare a statement of educational goals for the district that is consistent with the statewide goals.  The boards must develop student objectives relating directly to the goals and must identify specific expectations for students’ skills, knowledge, and competence.


Every year, each local board must submit a profile of each school under its jurisdiction and for the district as a whole to the education commissioner.  The report must provide information on measures of student needs, school resources, equitable allocation of resources among school, reduction of racial, economic and ethnic isolation, special education, and school and student performance (CGS § 10-220, as amended by PA 97-290 and 98-168). These reports are made public in the annual overall school profiles report.


Connecticut law allows for, but does not require advisory committees or parents’ committees nor does it tie school funding to development of school district plans.


Student Testing. Connecticut students are required to take state mastery examinations in the 4th, 6th, 8th, and 10th grades.  Test results are published on a school-by-school basis as part of the school profiles.


Waiver of State Laws for Innovative Programs. Connecticut law allows the education commissioner to establish a program, within appropriations, to encourage local school districts to develop innovative programs for educational improvement.  As part of the program, the commissioner may waive state education laws and regulations other than those concerning (1) federally mandated special education requirements; (2) teachers and superintendents, including collective bargaining and certification laws; (3) teachers’ retirement; and (4) school health and sanitation.


A school board that applies for a waiver must submit a plan developed in consultation with teachers.  The plan must include an evaluation process to measure the academic results of the program (CGS  § 10-266x).  PA 98-252 allows the education commissioner to earmark up to 10% of any appropriation for innovative educational improvements for competitive grants of up to $500 for teachers to develop or use innovative curricula, teaching aids, or methods.

SCHOOL CONSTRUCTION

Florida


In a special session in November 1997, the Florida legislature passed a school construction program called “The SMART Schools Act.”  Under the act, the state agreed to spend a total of $2.7 billion in state bonding over five years to build and repair schools.  This amount is unprecedented in the state.  The state will borrow money by issuing in school construction bonds over 30 years and will pay back the bonds using money from the state lottery formerly earmarked for education operating funds.  To make up for the annual shortfall from the lottery, the state increased general fund spending for education by a corresponding amount.  


The law contains a one-time-only infusion of $200 million for the coming year for major repairs and renovations to school facilities, reserves $50 million for small counties, and appropriates money to build a demonstration middle school project.


In addition, as part of the plan, the legislature allocated $600 million for an Effort Index Grant Fund, which will distribute money according to a formula to districts that have unmet school construction needs after meeting a specified level of local effort.  The law also provides incentives to encourage districts to be frugal in building schools using state specifications or to employ innovative practices to reduce the cost of building and maintaining school facilities.  Finally, $31.5 million was earmarked for classroom supplies to support student learning in the form of a $250 grant to each classroom teacher in the state.


The law establishes a five-year facilities planning process at the school district level, creates a special clearinghouse to review district work programs, administer state responsibilities for school construction, and provide technical assistance; and establishes local school construction advisory councils to help districts that are unable to meet the needs identified in their five-year plans.


The law limits construction costs on a per-student basis to $11,600 for elementary schools; $13,300 for middle schools; and $17,600 for high schools.  These amounts, which are set in 1997 dollars, must be adjusted annually by the increase in the Consumer Price Index to allow for changes in construction costs. 


The education commissioner may waive certain state requirements relating to surveys, need projections, and cost ceilings. Relocatable classrooms that meet certain standards may be counted as permanent classroom space. The Education Department must establish guidelines for use of such classrooms based on student enrollment and the capacity of a district’s core space.  Finally, the law makes it clear that districts can use revenue from the local school tax (called the “two-mill levy”) for maintenance projects.

Connecticut


Connecticut generally reimburses towns for between 20% and 80% of the eligible costs of a school construction project, depending on the district’s wealth. In some cases, such as interdistrict magnet schools, reimbursements are higher.  In order to receive a grant, districts must comply with state regulations, which include space requirements.  The state determines what construction costs are eligible for reimbursement.  With some exceptions, school construction projects must be approved as part of a priority list submitted to the General Assembly each year.  The state pays for the school construction grants by issuing state general obligation bonds.  The General Assembly approved school construction bond authorizations for 1998-99 totaling $184.8 million.  Previous outstanding authorizations total more than $1.5 billion. 


Starting in 1998, the law requires school districts to submit annual reports to the education commissioner on the condition of their school facilities and actions taken to implement their required long-term building plans.  The education commissioner must use the district reports to submit an annual report on school facilities to the Education Committee (PA 97-290).


PA 98-243 established a grant program to reimburse priority school districts for the cost of general improvements to school buildings that are not normally reimbursable by school construction grants.  And the same act gives priority districts and districts with priority schools an extra 5% reimbursement for any part of an elementary school project to be used primarily for all-day kindergarten programs or to reduced classes in kindergarten through third grade to 18 students or fewer.  To receive the bonus, a district must show the State Department of Education that the building project is cost efficient and the best choice for solving the need for more space.

TEACHER CERTIFICATION

Florida


Temporary Certificate.  In order to receive a temporary teaching certificate in Florida, an applicant must be at least 18 and, unless he will teach in an area that the State Board of Education has ruled a nondegreed area, have a bachelor’s degree from an accredited institution.  

In addition, he must have at least a 2.5 out of 4.0 grade point average in his major field of study.  Temporary certificates are generally valid for two years.  Extensions and exceptions are available for special situations.


Professional Certificate. The professional certificate, valid for five years, is available to anyone who meets the temporary certificate requirements plus the minimum competencies listed in the law and any additional ones the State Board of Education establishes.  Mastery of the minimum competencies must be demonstrated by passing a written test or through alternative criteria specified by the board.  Each applicant must demonstrate minimum levels in three areas: general knowledge (reading, writing, and computing), professional skills and professional practice, and subject matter in each certification area.


The law specifies the minimum competencies as being at least the ability to:

· Write logically and grammatically.

· Read, comprehend, and interpret professional and other written material.

· Understand and work with fundamental math concepts.

· Recognize signs of severe emotional distress in students and apply crisis intervention  techniques, emphasizing suicide prevention and positive emotional development.

· Recognize the signs of alcohol and drug abuse in students and apply counseling techniques.

· Recognize indicators of child abuse and neglect and know the rights and responsibilities of reporting; how to care for a child after making a report; and the child abuse recognition, intervention, and prevention strategies that can be related in a nonthreatening and positive way to children in class.

· Understand and counsel students about their patterns of physical, emotional, and academic development.

· Recognize and be aware of exceptional students’ instructional needs.

· Understand students’ normal development and intervene appropriately in development disorders.

· Understand the state’s standards for ethical practice and discipline for teachers. 

· Recognize and demonstrate awareness of the special needs of, and employ appropriate teaching strategies for, students with limited English.

· Use appropriate technology.

· Use assessment strategies to help a learner’s continuous development.

· Use strategies that include considering each student’s culture, learning style, special needs, and socioeconomic background.

· Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of subject matter that corresponds to the subject knowledge and skills specified in the State Board of Education’s student performance standards.


Alternative Certification Programs. The law establishes two district-level methods of documenting the professional education competence required for a professional certificate.  The first is optional and the second is required.

· School districts may develop and maintain, with the approval of the State Board of Education, their own alternative certification programs for their teachers. Those participating in an alternative program must be assessed by the district to identify entry-level teaching competency.  In addition, each participant must have expertise and meet the requirements for specializing in a subject area for which a professional certificate may be issued. Participants are trained only in areas where they are deficient. They must demonstrate professional competence within two years of initial employment in the district.

· Districts must develop and maintain a system for their teachers to document professional competence.  All staff hired on or after July 1, 1997, must demonstrate mastery within the first year of employment unless they (1) have completed an approved teacher preparation program in Florida; (2) have completed a teacher preparation program and have two years of successful full-time teaching in another state; or (3) are participating in a district’s alternative certification program (Fla Stats. 231.17).

Connecticut


Basic Requirements. Connecticut requires teachers employed in public schools to hold a valid state certification.  Those wishing to apply for certification must complete (1) an approved planned program from a regionally accredited institution that includes academic and professional education coursework resulting in a bachelor’s or master’s degree; (2) a bachelor’s degree, two years’ successful teaching or administrative experience, and fulfillment of coursework requirements; or (3) the alternate route to certification, which is an eight-week program offered through the Connecticut Department of Higher Education.


In addition, candidates for certification must demonstrate one or more of the following competencies:

· Essential reading, writing, and math skills fulfilled by taking and passing the Praxis I computer-based teacher competency test or meeting the approved waiver standards

· Subject knowledge in the candidate’s intended field of teaching fulfilled by taking and passing the Praxis II subject exams

· Professional knowledge fulfilled through the Beginning Educator Support and Training (BEST) Program.  This program applies only to teachers employed under an initial educator certificate (see below).


Types of Certificates. Connecticut has three certificate levels:

· Initial certificates are issued to teachers who meet the coursework and testing requirements and have less than three years teaching experience in the last 10.  An initial certificate is valid for two years and may be reissued five times.

· Provisional certificates, which are valid for eight years, require (1) one year of successful experience under an initial certificate and completion of the BEST Program, if available; (2) three years of successful experience in the past 10 years; or (3) successful experience during the preceding school year under the types of provisional certificates issued before 1989.

· Professional certificates are issued to applicants who have completed three years of successful experience under a provisional certificate and have completed the required additional coursework.  Professional certificates are valid for five years.  In order to have the certificate continued, a teacher must complete 90 hours of professional development experience (CGS § 10-145b and 10-145f).

JSL:tjo

- 12 -

[image: image2.png]


_931253767.doc
[image: image1.png]






