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COLORING OUTSIDE THE LINES:Connecticut’s Interdistrict School Desegregation Programs
In its 1996 Sheff v. O’Neill decision, the Connecticut Supreme Court found the state law requiring children to go to school in the towns where they live unconstitutional.  The Court held that the law contributes to the racial, economic, and ethnic isolation of poor and minority children in Connecticut city schools thereby depriving them of an equal educational opportunity.  The Court directed the General Assembly to come up with ways to satisfy the constitutional requirements.

The state has several interdistrict school programs, some of which predate the Sheff ruling, that are designed to reduce the state’s high concentrations of poor and minority children in its urban areas (see the attached map).  The adequacy and effectiveness of these programs are currently the subject of further litigation by the Sheff plaintiffs.

	PUBLIC SCHOOL CHOICE  PROGRAM


	The General Assembly’s most direct response to the Sheff decision was to create a public school choice program. The program’s goals are to improve academic achievement; reduce racial, ethnic, and economic isolation or preserve racial and ethnic balance; and give students a choice of educational programs.  The program is being phased in over three years.  In September 1998, it began operating in Hartford, New Haven, and Bridgeport and their surrounding areas.  It is scheduled to be available statewide in September 1999.  It is administered by the regional education service centers (RESCs) overseen by the State Department of Education.


	
	Under the program, school districts specify the spaces they have available in their schools for out-of-district students. Each town that takes students from another district under the program receives a state grant of up to $2,000 for each out-of-district student.  The receiving and sending towns split the Educational Cost Sharing (ECS) grant for the student by counting him as ½ a student in their ECS student counts.  The sending district pays 100% of any special education costs less the $2,000 state grant.  The state pays the transportation costs. RESCs coordinate the student placements and the transportation.



	
	For this school year (1998-99), school districts in the three participating areas offered 1,415 places and 1,136 students applied for them.  A total of 813 students are currently attending school outside their home districts under the program - 524 in the Hartford area, 186 in the New Haven area, and 103 in the Bridgeport area.

(


	INTERDISTRICT MAGNET SCHOOLS


	Magnet schools are special schools designed around a theme or specialty.  They draw students based on the attractiveness of their programs.   They can operate within or between districts and one of their goals is to have a diverse student body.   There are currently 16 interdistrict magnet schools operating in the state.  Three opened this year and five more are expected to be operating by 2000 for a grand total of 21.



	
	The state funds the operation of magnet schools through a competitive grant program if they support diversity, offer a special high-quality curriculum, and enroll students at least half-time.  In addition, the state funds up to 100% of the capital costs of building or establishing interdistrict magnet schools.

A total of 3,530 students attended the 13 interdistrict magnet schools operating last year.  Of these, just over 32%, or 1,138 students, were from outside the districts where the schools are located.  Among the special curricula offered by the interdistrict magnets are a Montessori elementary school, an arts and humanities high school, a career high school, a performing arts academy, and a Japanese language and culture immersion program.

(


	INTERDISTRICT COOPERATIVE PROGRAMS


	This state program, which has operated for a decade, is specifically intended to reduce isolation between urban, suburban, and rural districts in the state and to promote academic improvement.  In 1997-98, all the state’s school districts participated and the programs served 

85,000 students.  Most programs are limited. They often take place outside of the regular school day, on Saturdays or in the summer. Examples of state-funded interdistrict programs are a one-week program in August at which students from New Haven and West Haven become connected to natural areas such as parks and waterways; a half-day summer reading program for students in pre-kindergarten through second grade from Ledyard, Montville, Norwich, and Waterford; and a summer program at which 30 students from 29 towns learn theater skills and put on dramatic skits for their peers around the state.

(


	CHARTER SCHOOLS


	Charter schools are public schools organized around a particular theme or educational philosophy. The State Board of Education (for state charter schools) or local boards of education (for local charters) grant them authority to operate outside of many of the regular state and local educational requirements.  The General Assembly first authorized creation of both kinds of schools in 1996 and the first ones opened in 1997.  Until June 30, 1999, no more than 24 state and local charter schools can operate in the state. After that date, there is no limit.  When granting charters, the State Board of Education must give preference to applicants that will serve districts in which 75% or more of the enrolled students are minorities.



	
	Local charter schools are funded by the local school boards.  State charter schools receive a state grant of $6,500 for each student attending.   There are currently 16 charter schools operating in the state with a 17th scheduled to open in September 1999.  Two are local charters and the rest are state charters.  The 16 operating charter schools enroll a total of 1,938 students.

(


	LIGHTHOUSE  SCHOOLS

	A lighthouse school is an existing public school (or one planned before July 1, 1997) with a specialized curriculum designed to promote intra and interdistrict school choice.  In 1997, the General Assembly required the State Department of Education to award a $100,000 grant to the Hartford school district to help it develop a curriculum and train staff for a lighthouse school.  For this fiscal year, the department was to award competitive grants to help the Hartford, New Haven, and Bridgeport school districts develop curriculum and train staff for lighthouse schools.

(



	REGIONAL VOCATIONAL TECHNICAL SCHOOLS


	The 18 regional vocational-technical high schools and two satellite programs run by the state are in many ways the original magnet schools.  The statewide system provides skills and occupational training in trades and technical occupations as well as regular high school programs.  Programs are developed by industry craft committees in response to changing workplace requirements. The vo-tech schools provide training in 39 occupational areas.  



	
	There are 9,752 full-time high school students enrolled in the vocational-technical schools, of whom 37.2% are minority students and 33.3% are low-income.  The vo-tech schools also provide post-high-school programs, apprentice training, and retraining and skill upgrade programs for about 9,600 part-time adult students.  The State Department of Education runs and funds the vo-tech schools.

(


	REGIONAL VOCATIONAL AGRICULTURE PROGRAMS


	State law requires school districts to provide vocational agriculture education for any student who wants it, either directly or by paying tuition to a district that offers the program.  There are 18 regional vocational agriculture centers in the state to prepare high school students for agriculture-related careers (including aquaculture and marine studies).  In 1997-98, 2,488 students were served in the 18 centers.  The state pays centers a per-pupil grant of $700 for each student that attends.




FURTHER READING

The following Office of Legislative Research reports on this issue may be of interest.  Call the Legislative Library at 240-8888 or visit out Intranet web page at http://cgalites/olr.

	96-R-1027
	Summarizes the Sheff v. O’Neill majority decision, concurring opinion, and dissent (8 pages).



	98-R-0757
	Summarizes the state’s interdistrict public school choice program as enacted in 1997 and amended in 1998 (3 pages).



	98-R-1063
	Describes the Massachusetts interdistrict school choice law and provides information about the Lowell, Massachusetts school choice program (5 pages).



	98-R-1112
	Describes state funding for interdistrict magnet schools and public school choice program (2 pages).



	98-R-1116
	Describes the circumstances leading up to the Chicago school restructuring plan in 1995 and the state takeover of the Hartford school district in 1997 (9 pages).



	98-R-0821
	Summarizes the Wisconsin Supreme Court’s decision upholding the constitutionality of religious schools’ participation in the Milwaukee Public Choice Program (5 pages).


PERCENTAGE OF MINORITY STUDENTS
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     �    50 – 100% (9 towns)


      �   18.6 – 50% (16 towns)


      �    6.1 – 18.5% (40 towns)


      �    0 – 6.0% (104 towns)
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