


“I’M VERY PROUD TO BE STANDING HERE SUPPORTING ‘GREAT SCHOOLS FOR ALL.’ The plan outlines a number of 
proposals that deserve our consideration as part of an overall approach to achieve excellence in education.”
REP. JAMES A. AMANN, SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE

“CONNCAN, IN MY OPINION, HAS ALL THE RIGHT EMPHASES: high quality preschool, innovative schools, recruiting top 
teachers and top principals to be teaching in schools with greatest need, school improvement teams that are disseminating 
best practices—it’s just so logical that it’s a little painful to realize that we don’t have it already.”
REP. ANDY FLEISCHMANN, CHAIRMAN, EDUCATION COMMITTEE

“MY WORK ADVOCATING FOR EDUCATION EQUALITY IN HARTFORD HAS CONVINCED ME THAT SOMETHING MUST BE 
DONE TO CLOSE THIS GAP and make sure that every student has access to a great public school. I was disappointed but not 
shocked to find that Connecticut’s achievement gap is the largest in the nation. I personally believe that closing Connecticut’s 
achievement gap is the most important social and economic issue facing us today. ConnCAN’s ‘Great Schools for All’ plan is 
a great starting point for this change.” 
SHARON PATTERSON-STALLINGS, CHAIR OF THE BOARD, CONNECTICUT ACORN

“THE IDEAS IN THIS CONNCAN REPORT REPRESENT LEADING EDGE IDEAS IN SCHOOL REFORM TODAY. All the ideas have 
merit, from ensuring that kids get off to a good start in school to proving parents with more choices within public education 
and empowering all stakeholders with more information. Collectively, they represent a powerful agenda for change.”
ANDREW J. ROTHERHAM, CO-DIRECTOR, EDUCATION SECTOR, MEMBER, VIRGINIA BOARD OF EDUCATION, & AUTHOR, EDUWONK.COM

“CONNECTICUT’S COMPETITIVENESS IN THE GLOBAL ECONOMY RESTS ON OUR ABILITY TO CLOSE THE ACHIEVEMENT 
GAP IN OUR PUBLIC SCHOOLS—and raise academic standards for all students. That is why CBIA has made public education 
such a central part of our own legislative agenda. Ensuring that every child has access to a great public school will require 
the kind of multi-pronged approach embodied in the ‘Great Schools for All’ plan so that we are not only getting all children 
ready for school but also investing in the best practices and innovative new approaches that get successful results.”
LAUREN KAUFMAN, VICE PRESIDENT, CONNECTICUT BUSINESS AND INDUSTRY ASSOCIATION

What People Are 
Saying About the  

Great Schools for All Plan



“WHILE THERE ARE MANY APPROACHES TO THESE PROBLEMS AND THERE WILL BE INEVITABLE DISAGREEMENT OVER 
SPECIFIC PROGRAMS, WE COMMEND CONNCAN ON BRINGING A COMPREHENSIVE SET OF THOUGHTFUL APPROACHES 
TO THE DEBATE. We look forward to working with them to move an agenda forward to give Connecticut’s children the equal 
education opportunity to which they are entitled.”
THE CONNECTICUT APPLESEED CENTER FOR LAW AND JUSTICE, INC.

“CONNCAN’S ‘GREAT SCHOOLS FOR ALL’ PLAN IS GROUNDED IN THE KEY EDUCATION REFORMS THAT ARE GETTING 
RESULTS ACROSS THE COUNTRY: higher standards, greater freedom to innovate, more choices, and increased accountability 
for results. If enacted, it will give Connecticut a fast start on its goal of closing the achievement gap by raising the performance 
of all of its schools.” 
MICHAEL J. PETRILLI, VICE PRESIDENT FOR NATIONAL PROGRAMS AND POLICY, THOMAS B. FORDHAM FOUNDATION

“CONNCAN’S ‘GREAT SCHOOLS FOR ALL’ PLAN WILL HARNESS THE POWER OF CONNECTICUT’S HIGH PERFORMING 
PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS TO MAKE SIGNIFICANT PROGRESS IN CLOSING AMERICA’S LARGEST ACHIEVEMENT GAP.By 
connecting this focus on creating innovative new public schools with the other proven approaches to education reform, this 
comprehensive approach will make a real difference in the lives of Connecticut’s students.”
NELSON SMITH, PRESIDENT, NATIONAL ALLIANCE FOR PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS

“IN OUR PARENT SURVEY OF OVER 800 PARENTS FROM ACROSS CONNECTICUT, ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE, QUALITY 
EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION PROGRAMS WAS ONE OF OUR THREE TOP PRIORITIES. Today we stand with ConnCAN in 
support of High-Quality Access to Pre-kindergarten programs.”
CONNECTICUT PARENT POWER

“TODAY, THE GREATER HARTFORD INTERFAITH COALITION FOR EQUITY AND JUSTICE STANDS WITH CONNCAN IN 
SUPPORT OF ITS PLAN TO CLOSE THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP by expanding high-quality preschool programs to those who are 
at greatest risk of academic failure. This year we must continue to expand preschool placements for children in our most 
stressed communities, and begin to fund quality improvements to the programs. Quality and accountability are essential 
elements in ConnCAN’s 5-point plan.”
GREATER HARTFORD INTERFAITH COALITION FOR EQUITY AND JUSTICE

“THE ALLIANCE IS PROUD TO STAND WITH CONNCANour newest member in support for expanding access to high quality 
preschool. ConnCAN has undertaken an ambitious agenda to combat America’s Largest Achievement Gap. The Alliance 
applauds ConnCAN for recognizing that the Achievement Gap begins with a Preparation Gap. We look forward to working 
with them in support of access to high quality preschool.”
THE CONNECTICUT EARLY CHILDHOOD ALLIANCE
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inspired by the breakthrough success of a number of 
Connecticut’s urban public schools in dramatically raising 

student achievement, the Connecticut Coalition for Achievement 
Now (ConnCAN) was established two years ago with the ambitious 
goal of ensuring that every child in our state has access to a great 
public school. 

Since then we have worked with parents and community 
leaders throughout the state to understand the challenges facing 
Connecticut’s public schools. We have also worked with innovative 
public school leaders to better understand the elements of their 
success and what these lessons teach us about the effort to raise 
student achievement more broadly in their districts and across 
the state. Along the way there has been much to learn, but one 
constant throughout has been our commitment to the mission 
of closing Connecticut’s achievement gap, the largest gap of any 
public school system in the nation—a gap that falls along all 
the fault lines of our society, including race, ethnicity, class and 
geography.

Drawing on the lessons learned from great public schools 
across Connecticut, the insights and experiences of parents and 
community leaders tackling this challenge, and the latest research 
on proven policies for raising student achievement from around 

the country, ConnCAN presents five big ideas for closing the 
nation’s largest achievement gap in this report:

1. EXPANDING ACCESS TO HIGH-QUALITY PRESCHOOL.
2. CREATING INNOVATIVE NEW PUBLIC SCHOOLS.
3. RECRUITING TEACHER AND PRINCIPAL ALL-STARS IN OUR URBAN 

DISTRICTS.
4. HELPING DISTRICTS IMPLEMENT PROVEN SCHOOL 

IMPROVEMENT MODELS.
5. ENSURING TRANSPARENCY AND PUBLIC ACCOUNTABILITY 

FOR RESULTS.

Together, these ideas form the basis for a comprehensive $1.3 
billion, six year plan to move Connecticut from 50th to 1st in 
educational equality in the United States. 

On behalf of ConnCAN’s board of directors, advisory board, 
professional staff, and growing network of volunteer members, I 
hope you find this policy report useful and informative, and I invite 
you to share your thoughts and lend your voice to this effort at 
www.conncan.org.

Preface
Alex Johnston

Executive Director



No problem in American 
education is as persistent,  
as costly, or as challenging 
 as the achievement gap— 

the significant disparity 
between the academic 

achievement of low-income 
and minority children and  

their white, middle-class 
peers. This is particularly  

true in Connecticut,  
home to America’s  

largest achievement gap. 



no problem in American education is as persistent, as 
costly, or as challenging as the achievement gap—the 

significant disparity between the academic achievement of low-
income and minority children and their white, middle-class peers. 
This is particularly true in Connecticut, home to America’s 
largest achievement gap.1 

Our lack of progress to date in shrinking this gap is not the result 
of a lack of effort. Connecticut is home to some of the hardest 
working teachers and principals in the country. Nor is it due to 
the unwillingness of state and district educational leaders to 
experiment with new ideas and new reforms. And, most importantly, 
it is not a question of the ability of our public schools to overcome 
the social and economic challenges that form the roots of the gap: 
numerous public schools across Connecticut have proven that it 
can be done.2 

What has been missing in Connecticut is a comprehensive 
and consistently implemented statewide strategy grounded 
in the proven elements of education reform: higher standards, 
greater freedom to innovate, more parental choices, better teacher 
and principal recruitment and development, and increased 
transparency and accountability for results. 

Connecticut’s own experience over the past decade, and the 
lessons from states across the country, demonstrate that significant 
progress is only possible when each of these critical 
elements is in place. By pursuing a multi-pronged reform strategy 
that tackles the achievement gap on several fronts simultaneously, 

this approach holds the promise of transforming public school 
districts and ultimately the entire state public school system into 
high-performing systems that educate students to the same level 
as the best individual schools. 

What would such a package of reforms look like? ConnCAN’s 
“Great Schools for All” plan recommends a six-year, $1.3 billion 
commitment grounded in five big ideas. (Please see facing page.)

The bottom line is clear: Connecticut does not tolerate inequality 
in its laws or political institutions. It should not tolerate inequality 
in its schools, either. The achievement gap can be shrunk and 
ultimately eliminated, and the first step is believing that in the 
right school environment, with the right mix of expectations and 
incentives, every child—in every one of our communities—can 
achieve academic success. 

There are no silver bullets. There are no easy answers. There is 
no one reform that will close the achievement gap overnight. 
But pursued in concert, these five elements can ensure we make 
significant progress toward the goal of closing the achievement 
gap.

And just as the solutions are within our reach, the time to act 
is now. There are more than 100,000 struggling students across 
Connecticut whose future depends on our ability to deliver on the 
promise of “Great Schools for All.”

Executive Summary



1. EXPANDING ACCESS TO HIGH-QUALITY PRESCHOOL: Increasing 
funding for preschool education, evaluating programs to ensure 
high quality, and providing grants directly to parents so they can 
choose the program that is right for them.

2. CREATING INNOVATIVE NEW PUBLIC SCHOOLS: Jumpstarting 
progress in closing the achievement gap by expanding 
the availability of high-performing public charter schools, 
experimenting with pilot schools and small high schools, and 
strengthening the state’s magnet schools.

3. RECRUITING TEACHER AND PRINCIPAL ALL-STARS: Streamlining 
the recruitment and preparation processes and partnering with 
innovative non-profit organizations to help place candidates of the 
highest caliber in our urban school districts. 

4. HELPING DISTRICTS IMPLEMENT PROVEN SCHOOL 
IMPROVEMENT MODELS: Providing support services for teachers, 
principals and district leaders to help implement comprehensive 
models for raising student achievement, and creating new college-
readiness assessments and formative assessments to support these 
efforts. 

5. ENSURING TRANSPARENCY AND PUBLIC ACCOUNTABILITY FOR 
RESULTS: Increasing the capacity of data and financial accounting 
systems to track student progress, reduce resource inequalities 
between schools, and increase the funding that goes directly to 
improving instruction.

ConnCAN’s 

“Great 
Schools
for All” 
5-Point Plan



Reforms that seek to shrink 
the achievement gap cannot 

come too early for the next 
generation of Connecticut 

students. That is why 
“Great Schools for All” 

starts with bringing high-
quality preschool to more 

Connecticut kids. 



research has shown that most children who enter school 
well behind their peers in certain core skills are likely to stay 

behind—a reality that has troubling consequences for reformers 
looking to close the achievement gap in our K–12 public school 
system. But research also demonstrates that high-quality preschool 
can help reduce the size of this skills gap before students enter 
kindergarten, ultimately making it easier to eliminate the gap 
altogether. 3 

High-quality preschool programs have been connected to both 
immediate reductions in the skills gap and long-term decreases in 
a variety of poor social outcomes, including school dropout and 
crime.4 A survey of Connecticut kindergarten teachers echoes 
these research-backed findings—teachers agree that across a 
wide range of skills, in math, reading, motor skills, social well-being, 
and emotional readiness for school, children who have attended 
a preschool program are significantly better prepared compared 
to their peers.5

What makes for a high-quality preschool program? The 
respected National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) 
has compiled a checklist to determine whether a program has 
the essential characteristics of a high-quality preschool program, 
including high-quality curriculum standards specific to preschool 
needs and covering the essentials of kindergarten preparation, 
highly-qualified teachers and assistant teachers, continuous 
professional development, and integrated health, nutrition and 
social services support.6 Other researchers point to consistent 
funding, parental involvement, and regular assessment as key 

factors in preschool program quality.7

Over the past decade, Connecticut has shown a laudable 
commitment to quality preschool education. In 1997, the General 
Assembly passed School Readiness legislation, and over the next 
several years, funding for state preschool slots rose from $37 million 
to $49 million. In 1998, the General Assembly passed Connecticut’s 
Early Reading Success legislation, which included a commitment 
to full-day kindergarten, reduced class size, and after-school and 
summer literacy programs. 

Yet the need remains and more can be done. In fact, in a 
research study by NIEER, Connecticut, despite having the 3rd 

highest median family income, ranked only 14th in the United 
States in terms of access by four-year-olds to preschool education. 8

MORE SUPPORT

While 96 percent of four-year-olds in Connecticut’s wealthiest 
communities attend preschool, that figure drops to 56 percent in 
the poorer communities in the state, including Bridgeport, Hartford, 
New Britain, New Haven, New London, Waterbury and Windham.9  
This means that the children most in need of a high-quality 
preschool environment are also the least likely to attend 
preschool. In fact, the state recently surveyed parents in 19 high-
poverty jurisdictions and reported that about 8,800 three- and 
four-year olds who would likely attend a center-based preschool 
program do not now have access to one.10

1: Expanding Access to 
High-Quality Preschool



As called for by the Governor’s Early Childhood Investment 
Framework, state funding should be increased for preschool 
until a high-quality slot is available free of charge for every 
low-income child in our state (set at family income of 185 
percent of the poverty level or less, the same criterion used for 
the federal reduced-price lunch program and currently $30,710 
for a family of three).11 This would mean extending government 
support to nearly 28 percent of the state’s children, an ambitious, 
expensive, but vitally important investment in their future.

MORE ACCOUNTABILITY

Expanding support will do little good without ensuring that 
the preschools available to low-income families are high-
quality, enriching learning environments. The proposed 
kindergarten assessment included in the Governor’s Early 
Childhood Investment Framework is an excellent start to making 
good on that promise, and the state should do all it can to ensure 
that the assessment as developed meets the highest standards for 
rigor and scientific validity while being age-appropriate. 

Assessment data should not only be used by state officials, parents 
and community leaders to assess whether individual programs 
are meeting their goals but should also be used by teachers to 
support the development of individual children and to plan 
instructional activities for the class as a whole. It should also be 
used by preschool leaders to guide lesson development and 
teacher professional training.12

But new assessments should also be developed, ones that track 
students each year from kindergarten through the third grade, to 
ensure that every student is prepared to meet the state standards 
for academic achievement (“Goal” on the Connecticut Mastery 
Test) by the end of the third grade.

MORE CHOICE

The state should offer these new preschool slots in the form of 
grants directly to parents, allowing them to select a high-quality 
provider best suited to their needs. Rather than assigning students 
to a local provider with no input from parents, this approach would 
allow parents to choose the model that works best for their 
child and their circumstances and provide an extra “market 
check” on program quality beyond formal program assessment. 

To help guide parents, the state should develop and distribute 
public ratings of high-quality preschool providers, as measured 
by a program’s performance on a quality checklist and student 
outcomes on the proposed kindergarten assessment.



•  INCREASING FUNDING FOR NEW PRESCHOOL SLOTS to ensure 
access to high quality programs for all three- and four-year-olds in 
families earning below 185% of the federal poverty level by 2012.  
Cost for 2008–13: $468 million.

•  INVESTING IN NEW K–3 ASSESSMENTS TO TRACK THE PROGRESS 
OF STUDENTS and ensure that every child is learning on pace to 
meet the CMT goal standard by the spring of the third grade.  
Cost for 2008–13: $15 million.

•  PROVIDING GRANTS DIRECTLY TO QUALIFIED FAMILIES SO THAT 
PARENTS CAN CHOOSE from among a diverse list of qualified 
providers to find the best fit for their child, with a public rating 
system to help parents make informed choices.  
Cost for 2008–13: $28 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–13: $510 million.13 

ConnCAN 

 Recommends 



“Great Schools for All” 
means not just getting kids 

ready for school but also 
getting schools ready for 

kids. This requires new 
investments in innovative 

approaches to K–12 public 
education so that children 
with differing needs have 

a wealth of high-quality 
options, while at the same 
time new ideas for raising 
student achievement are 

given fertile ground  
in which to grow. 



these new public schools will help jumpstart the effort to close 
Connecticut’s achievement gap by 1) significantly increasing 

the performance of the students they serve directly, 2) pioneering 
innovative approaches to raising achievement that can be applied 
by schools and districts across the state, and 3) changing the 
conversation about the dramatic improvements that are possible 
within our public schools. 

Connecticut should look especially to four public school 
models that have shown real promise in pioneering new 
approaches to closing the achievement gap.

PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS

Charter schools are public schools of choice, free from much of the 
bureaucratic burden that traditional public schools face and held 
accountable for results.14 That said, to speak of a “public charter 
school” is simply to speak of a governance arrangement, not of any 
specific approach to teaching and learning.15 

But charters do share three characteristics that make them 
different from traditional public schools: choice, meaning that the 
students who attend them and the groups that start them do so 
voluntarily; accountability for results, which means that charter 
schools can be closed if they don’t deliver on their promises;16 and 
a significant degree of autonomy in their day-to-day affairs on the 
premise that freedom for teachers and administrators to innovate 
is a critical factor in raising student achievement. In a 2003 survey 

by the independent research group Public Agenda, a majority (58 
percent) of teachers said they were very or somewhat interested 
in running and managing a charter school.17

Currently, there are 16 public charter schools in Connecticut 
serving more than 3,600 students. In general, Connecticut’s public 
charter schools have a more diverse student body than their 
traditional public school counterparts. For example, 43 percent 
of students in charters are African American and 50 percent are 
low-income, compared to 14 percent and 31 percent, respectively, 
in traditional public schools.18 And Connecticut public 
charter schools are among the strongest in the country in 
terms of academic achievement. According to a 2005 study 
commissioned by ConnCAN and conducted by Western Michigan 
University’s Evaluation Center, the student performance results 
from Connecticut are “the most positive and promising for charter 
schools” to date.19

State testing results demonstrate that Connecticut’s charter schools 
have delivered not only a higher percentage of students at or above 
the state goal than local districts but also outpace traditional 
public schools in year-to-year growth in student achievement. For 
example, Connecticut’s charter middle schools achieved an 11 
point increase on average in the percentage of students within goal 
range between the sixth and seventh grades, compared to a one 
point increase for traditional schools. Indeed, charter elementary 
and middle schools hold 20 percent of the top one or two spots in 
the state across five measures of student performance—20 times 
more than their numbers would suggest.20 

2: Creating Innovative New 
Public Schools



Realizing the full potential of the charter model to help 
close the achievement gap will require addressing some 
of the shortfalls in Connecticut’s charter school funding 
system. Currently, the state’s charter schools are able to serve just 
0.5 percent of all public school students—which means that two of 
every three Connecticut students who apply for a spot in a charter 
school are turned away.21 And a 2003 study by the American 
Federation of Teachers found that the gap between charter school 
and local public school funding in Connecticut was “the widest 
revenue gap of any state in our study.”22 Additional analysis based 
on 2006–07 school year data suggests that this gap is now more 
than $3,000 per student.23

These funding shortfalls and restrictions on expanding enrollment 
have made the state an unattractive market for national charter 
networks or charter management organizations that have strong 
records of raising student achievement here in Connecticut.24 
For example, one successful Connecticut charter management 
organization, Achievement First (which manages the top middle 
school in Connecticut for performance gains), has recently 
accepted New York City’s invitation to open several new schools in 
Brooklyn—but is struggling to expand in its home state.25 

In short, Connecticut’s high-performing charter schools offer a 
promising model for improving student outcomes, pioneering 
innovative practices, and raising expectations about what is 
possible in Connecticut’s public schools. To take full advantage of 
this homegrown asset, we should follow the recent editorial advice 
of The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal and the 

recommendations of six Connecticut newspaper editorial boards 
over the past year and close the charter school per pupil 
funding gap, lift the restrictions on enrollment growth, and 
support the creation of new high-quality charter schools in 
our urban districts.26

At the same time, we should work to strengthen the charter 
school accountability system by focusing future expansion on 
charter operators with proven track records for raising student 
achievement and by using the reauthorization process to close 
schools that have not delivered on the promise of improved 
student outcomes. 

MAGNET SCHOOLS

A magnet school is a public school that draws students interested 
in specific subjects, such as the sciences or the arts, from the 
surrounding region (typically a school district, a county, or a 
region-wide group of school districts) with the goal of promoting 
voluntary desegregation. There are 46 full- and part-time magnet 
schools in Connecticut, serving more than 12,000 students and 
drawing from every district in the state. 27

Magnet schools feature smaller student bodies than regular 
schools—in magnet high schools, schools are half as large on 
average—and smaller class sizes.28 Students in magnet schools are 
more economically and racially diverse than the general school 
population and receive 14 percent more instructional time on 



average.29 Unlike charter schools, magnet schools receive full per-
pupil funding relative to traditional schools, as well as money for 
their school buildings’ construction and renovation costs.30

There are a number of magnet schools that are both attracting a 
diverse student body and helping to close the achievement gap 
between Connecticut’s white and minority students. For instance, 
in ConnCAN’s 2006 “Top 10 Schools” statewide lists, four of the 
ten elementary schools and four of the ten middle schools with 
the highest percentage of African American students within 
goal range on the 2006 CMT were magnets, despite the fact that 
magnets make up just 4 percent of all schools—ten times more 
than their numbers would suggest.31

At the same time, magnet schools as a whole are struggling with the 
same achievement gap that afflicts Connecticut’s traditional public 
schools. In fact, notwithstanding the outstanding performance of 
many “gap closing” magnet schools, in 2006 the African American/
white achievement gap in Connecticut’s magnet elementary 
schools (46 percent) was even higher than the achievement gap 
in its traditional public schools (44 percent).

The magnet school model has promise as a tool for closing the 
achievement gap. But realizing this potential will require ensuring 
not only that these schools attract a diverse student body but also 
that all students within magnet schools acquire the academic 
skills they need to succeed. This means that future expansion 
plans for magnet schools should be undertaken by proven 
operators with strong track records in raising student 

achievement and linked with strengthened public accountability 
for results. 

PILOT SCHOOLS

Pilot schools are public schools that occupy the ground between 
public charters and traditional public schools. This relatively new 
concept features small school sizes, flexibility in curricular 
choices, and autonomy from some district regulation. Teachers 
in pilot schools remain as members of their local teachers’ union 
but work under a contract negotiated separately from the district 
collective bargaining agreement, allowing these schools increased 
budgetary and instructional autonomy to implement innovative 
approaches to raising student achievement. 

Some of the most effective pilot schools have developed 
as teacher-led institutions. Teachers meet regularly to craft 
specialized instructional techniques that are informed by regular 
assessment and data collection and work in teams to raise student 
achievement. Boston pioneered the creation of pilot schools, 
and Los Angeles has recently announced that it will create a 
network of these new schools. Minneapolis and Milwaukee have 
also implemented a variant of their own: teacher professional 
partnerships, in which teachers form a professional practice and 
run schools cooperatively through contracts with the district.32

Connecticut can help spur innovation on the district level 
by supporting experimentation with these models, providing 



matching grants to districts to help create the state’s first 
teacher-led pilot schools.

SMALL HIGH SCHOOLS

Three-quarters of U.S. high school students attend schools of more 
than one thousand students, and more than half attend schools 
with more than 1,500 schoolmates.33 Experiments with small high 
schools have shown that reducing the size of a school can have 
great promise in helping to reduce the achievement gaps within 
its walls. 

One study found strong academic gains for minority students 
enrolled in small high schools in Chicago.34 A study about 
elementary school size and the effects of small schools on 
academic productivity finds that “for both reading and math, small 
schools produce greater achievement gains than larger schools 
holding demographic and teacher characteristics constant… this 
effect is independent of the particular student and teachers at the 
schools.” 35 Another study found that small schools help to decrease 
the detrimental effects of poverty on student achievement and 
close the achievement gap between less affluent students and 
their wealthier counterparts.36 And research suggests that small 
schools have an immediate and positive effect on the critical 
issues of school violence, safety, and discipline.37

In Boston, a comprehensive reform strategy that included a 
new network of small pilot high schools, smaller charter high 
schools, and larger high schools comprised of smaller “learning 

communities”—each with specialized curricula and instructional 
strategies—has resulted in significant increases in achievement 
on state standardized tests.38

The average high school in Connecticut has 883 students,39 but 
this is somewhat misleading, since that average includes a number 
of small magnet and charter high schools. Traditional public high 
schools in Connecticut are generally larger than this figure, with 
ten high schools topping 2,000 students and one, New Britain High 
School, just shy of 3,000 students. Further, schools in urban districts, 
which have the highest concentrations of students suffering from 
the achievement gap, tend to be significantly larger than the state 
average.40

Connecticut should learn the lessons of Boston’s success 
and experiment with reducing the size of high schools in 
our largest cities. State grants should be made available to help 
create new small high schools in urban districts, support new small 
public charter and magnet high schools, and create programs 
within larger high schools that emulate the school culture and 
learning environment of these small high schools.



•  EXPANDING PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS IN URBAN DISTRICTS 
with a focus on nonprofit operators that employ proven models for 
closing the achievement gap. Raise the per pupil funding of charter 
schools to the state average and increase the number of students 
served from 3,600 to 10,000 by 2013.  
Cost for 2008–13: $345 million.

•  FOCUSING FUTURE MAGNET SCHOOL EXPANSION ON PROVEN 
MODELS for closing the achievement gap and on the state’s highest 
performing magnet operators. Measure progress both in terms of 
student diversity and high levels of academic performance for all 
student subgroups.  
Cost for 2008–13: $147 million.

•  PROVIDING MATCHING GRANTS TO DISTRICTS TO SUPPORT THE 
CREATION OF CONNECTICUT’S FIRST PILOT SCHOOLS and teacher 
professional partnerships.  
Cost for 2008–13: $60 million.

•  PROVIDING MATCHING GRANTS TO DISTRICTS TO SUPPORT THE 
CREATION OF NEW SMALLER HIGH SCHOOLS or smaller learning 
environments within larger high schools.  
Cost for 2008–13: $60 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–13: $612 million.

ConnCAN 

 Recommends 



For all the disagreements 
about how to reform public 

education, on one thing 
everyone agrees:  

Great Schools start with 
great people. 



putting aside out-of-school factors such as family wealth 
and composition, research demonstrates that nothing 

makes as big a difference to student achievement as a committed, 
highly skilled teacher.41 Meanwhile, we rely on our school principals 
for an enormous amount of work: these critical school leaders are 
required to meet the often competing needs of parents, teachers, 
staff, district and state leaders, and the general public—while 
simultaneously prioritizing the needs of their students above all 
else.42 Attracting the best candidates for these jobs—and keeping 
them—is essential to any effort to close the achievement gap.

NEW APPROACH TO RECRUITING TEACHERS

At the national level over the past two decades, the median age 
of primary and secondary school teachers increased from 36 to 
43. In 2000, teachers ages 40 and over accounted for 60 percent of 
the teacher population, compared with only 40 percent in 1980. 
With a large number of teachers approaching retirement age, it 
is projected that two million new teachers will need to be hired 
in the United States over the next decade.43 Here in Connecticut, 
according to a recent report by the Connecticut Center for School 
Change, the annual percentage of teachers leaving the public 
school system jumped from 4.6 percent in 1994 to 7.2 percent in 
2004.44

With the need for new teachers growing, Connecticut’s school 
districts will increasingly be asked to compete for talent with the 
same effectiveness and efficiency as the private and nonprofit 

sectors. Unfortunately, our traditional teacher certification system 
not only fails to keep poorly qualified candidates out of our 
schools, but its bureaucratic obstacles also discourage many of 
the best candidates from even applying. 

In the struggle to overcome these institutional barriers and 
attract highly qualified teachers, the poorer communities in 
Connecticut lose out. For example, according to a report by the 
Connecticut State Department of Education, while only 18 percent 
of the teaching positions that needed to be filled in the 2004–05 
school year were in Connecticut’s poorest (ERG I) communities, 
42 percent of the teaching positions that eventually went unfilled 
were in these communities.45

Connecticut requires teachers to complete a highly formalized 
program of certification. This includes coursework in a subject 
area and in education, as well as a student teaching experience 
and, in most cases, a licensing test. Yet evidence in favor of teacher 
certification is at best mixed, and several studies show that 
traditionally certified teachers are no more successful at raising 
student achievement than alternatively certified teachers.46

Three-quarters of all Connecticut teachers hold master’s degrees, 
reflecting the widespread belief that teachers with advanced 
degrees are better at raising student achievement. But there is very 
little evidence that graduate degrees—especially in education—
make a difference.47 The only degrees significantly correlated with 
increased student achievement are advanced degrees in a specific 
subject area such as science or math.48

3: Recruiting Teacher and 
Principal All-Stars in Our 

Urban Districts



And we continue to rely on education schools to train future 
teachers, despite evidence that they have little positive impact 
on teacher quality. One massive study of eighth grade students 
found that having a teacher with an education degree had no 
impact on math and science scores.49 Another found that science 
students actually did worse if they were taught by a teacher with 
an education degree.50

So, what teacher characteristics are connected with student 
achievement? Research demonstrates significant positive 
correlations between the selectivity of the college or university a 
teacher attended and quality instruction as measured by student 
performance. Study after study has shown that the better the 
teacher’s undergraduate education, the better results they obtain 
from students—African American and low-income students, 
especially.51 And two major studies have shown that teacher literacy 
and intellectual ability, as measured by scores on vocabulary and 
other standardized assessments, affect student achievement more 
than any other attribute, including certification, experience, or 
amount of professional development.52

Building on these empirical findings, five states to date (Idaho, 
Florida, New Hampshire, Pennsylvania, and Utah) have 
participated in the American Board for Certification of Teacher 
Excellence’s “Passport to Teaching” program. This initiative 
streamlines the state certification process by focusing on subject 
area knowledge and professional teaching skills to identify the best 
individuals for the job no matter what path they took to the teaching 
profession. A recent assessment by the independent research 

group Mathematica found that the program not only expanded 
the pool of applicants but increased the quality of those hired.53

When it comes to teacher recruitment, Connecticut needs to 
support pilot programs at the school district level that streamline 
the recruitment process and that focus on the applicant 
attributes that are the best predictors of raising student 
achievement, with a special emphasis on actively recruiting 
teachers of color. As these new approaches demonstrate their 
effectiveness in pilot districts, the State Department of Education 
should provide the resources to take them to scale across all of the 
state’s priority school districts. 

A NEW ROLE FOR CONNECTICUT’S PRINCIPALS

Notwithstanding the need for significant changes in the way we 
recruit and prepare our teaching professionals, the traditional 
school principal’s role cries out for even more fundamental 
reforms. Although Connecticut is fortunate to have many talented 
and dedicated school leaders at work across the state, on the whole 
principals are underpaid, often poorly trained, and hampered 
by bureaucratic rules that often make it nearly impossible to do 
their jobs. Meanwhile, the programs that purport to train school 
principals, in the words of a recent report from the head of the elite 
Columbia Teachers College, “range from inadequate to appalling, 
even at some of the nation’s leading universities.”54 Principals’ 
bosses agree: sixty percent of superintendents asserted that you 
must “take what you get” when filling an empty principalship.55



A major report from the Progressive Policy Institute lays out a series 
of promising reforms to the job of school principal. The report 
envisions a simple, three-point set of requirements: 1) a bachelor’s 
degree and a criminal background check, 2) demonstration that a 
candidate has sufficient experience in positions that require similar 
skills, knowledge, and temperament, and 3) demonstrated mastery 
of essential technical knowledge in areas such as budgeting and 
personnel management.56

It calls for a “management team” approach to the job that distributes 
leadership and supplements a non-traditional principal’s skills 
with those of other team members, such as a veteran teacher to 
serve as instructional leader. And it envisions requiring regular 
professional development, setting performance goals, and holding 
school leaders accountable for meeting them. There is almost 
nothing in this framework that would be foreign to any person 
who has worked in business, the law, the military, or the non-profit 
world. Indeed, this skills-based, performance-driven approach is 
the dominant management strategy in almost every skilled field 
besides education.57

Putting such a system in place would require a major 
overhaul of our principal certification system. Currently, 
Connecticut does not allow alternative certification for principals. 
Principal candidates can become certified only after five years of 
teaching experience and completion of both a master’s degree 
and an additional 18 credit hours of coursework.58

Changing long-entrenched assumptions about what works and 

what does not for recruiting and retaining high-quality teachers 
and principals will take time and substantial support from district 
and state leadership. An incremental approach that could yield 
significant results over several years would provide support 
to two districts every two years on a competitive basis. 
Selected districts that demonstrated commitment to the reforms 
would be provided with new high-level human resources teams 
to implement a streamlined and rigorous selection and hiring 
process and an extensive recruitment and mentoring campaign 
for new principals who have the right skills and attributes, with an 
emphasis on principals of color.

NEW NONPROFIT RECRUITING PARTNERS

Filling the teacher and principal pipeline with high-quality 
candidates will often mean going outside the traditional 
recruitment pathways established by education school training 
and principal leadership programs. For teachers, the Teach for 
America program places recent college graduates—often from 
the nation’s most selective schools—in schools in rural and poor 
communities. In 2006, 4,400 TFA members were teaching in 25 
urban and rural communities across the country. The program had 
nearly 19,000 applicants; members had an average GPA of 3.5, and 
96 percent held leadership positions at their respective colleges 
and universities.59

A recent study of student outcomes found that students taught by 
TFA members make more progress in both reading and math than 



would typically be expected in a year; attain greater gains in math 
than the other teachers in the study, even when compared only to 
certified teachers and veteran teachers; and are working in the 
highest-need classrooms in the country, where students begin the 
year on average at the 14th percentile against the national norm.60

The study concluded that Teach for America teachers “… produce 
higher test scores than the other teachers in their schools—not just 
other novice teachers or uncertified teachers, but also veterans and 
certified teachers.”61 While members are required to make only a 
two-year commitment, TFA reports that two-thirds of its alumni—
from its first class in 1990 through the most recent graduates—are 
still working or studying in the field of education.62

In 2006, the Connecticut legislature passed a law that helped 
bring an initial class of 50 Teach for America teachers into the 
state—a development that should be encouraged and grown 
through support from the legislature and the State Department 
of Education. The state should also look to the New Teacher 
Project, a non-profit consulting service that develops and helps to 
implement alternative teacher training and certification programs 
in underperforming school districts nationwide and recruits 
highly qualified teachers to serve in those districts. To date, the 
Project has placed more than 20,000 teachers in school districts 
such as Chicago, Cleveland, Baltimore, Kansas City, New York, 
and Miami-Dade.63

There are also models to look towards in building alternative 
principal training programs. Among the more promising new 

approaches is the KIPP School Leadership Program, which 
combines an intensive six-week training program with a “residency” 
at a KIPP school as well as ongoing professional development 
to train leaders of the highly successful KIPP network of charter 
schools.64

Another exciting program is New Leaders for New Schools. The 
program accepts high-quality applicants who have made it through 
a rigorous selection process that focuses on interpersonal skills, 
team building, management savvy, past excellence in teaching, and 
passion for closing the achievement gap. Many of these candidates 
are teachers—and all New Leaders candidates must have some 
teaching experience—but many have left the classroom for other 
pursuits. It then puts these candidates through a rigorous three-
year training program that includes academic course work, an 
internship, and then two years of clinical training in an urban 
school. Finally, graduates are placed as the school leader in an 
urban public school, where they are expected to dramatically 
raise student achievement (and to recommend new candidates 
for the program).65 Graduates of New Leaders for New Schools 
now head more than 330 schools serving more than 165,000 at-
risk children—but none in Connecticut, since the state has no 
alternative certification process for principals. 



•  PROVIDING SUPPORT TO TWO DISTRICTS EVERY TWO YEARS 
FOR NEW HIGH-LEVEL HUMAN RESOURCES TEAMS charged with 
implementing a streamlined and rigorous selection and hiring 
process and an extensive recruitment and mentoring campaign for 
new teachers and principals (with an emphasis on teachers and 
principals of color).  
Cost for 2008–13: $24 million.

•  CREATING A NEW PIPELINE TO RECRUIT TOP TEACHERS AND 
PRINCIPALS into our cities through an expansion of Teach for 
America and support for the launch of New Leaders for New 
Schools and The New Teacher Project in Connecticut.  
Cost for 2008–13: $39 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–13: $63 million.

ConnCAN 

 Recommends 



perhaps the greatest myth in education reform is that 
we have little information about what makes Great 

Schools work. Nothing could be further from the truth. While better 
information is always needed, we do know quite a bit about what 
works and what does not in raising student achievement. The 
biggest challenge we face is ensuring these lessons learned 
are effectively implemented across entire school systems.

Given the wealth of information about what works in particular 
settings, school leaders working to raise performance in their 
districts often face the daunting challenge of narrowing down the 
vast array of school reform choices into a few targeted strategies 
that will reap the greatest rewards for all of their students. In fact, 
in urban school districts across the country, the biggest obstacle 
is often not that nothing is tried, but rather that too much is tried 
and abandoned before the current efforts have the opportunity to 
take root.

As any educator knows, there is no one answer for struggling 
school systems. Instead, for real reform to gain traction, educational 
leaders must change the way they approach a number of key areas 
simultaneously.66 Great Schools across Connecticut and across the 
country already take this approach to school improvement by 
integrating clear and rigorous expectations, regular assessment 
to identify areas where students are falling short, collaborative 
interventions to help students who are struggling, and professional 
development to help teachers learn and apply best practices 
in their classrooms. What is needed to ensure these best 
practices become common practices in Connecticut schools 

are the tools, services and personnel that support the 
successful implementation of proven models for raising 
student achievement across entire school districts.

SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT SUPPORT TEAMS

Connecticut does not lack for examples of how to close the 
achievement gap. In its 2006 School Report Cards, ConnCAN 
identified a dozen high-poverty schools with significant minority 
enrollment that have demonstrated student achievement results 
that, if replicated statewide, would ensure Connecticut had the 
smallest achievement gap in the nation.67

Indeed, since 1998 a whole set of national Comprehensive 
School Reform (CSR) models have been developed that are 
delivering results for students across the country, including Core 
Knowledge, Direct Instruction, High Schools That Work, Modern 
Red Schoolhouse, the School Development Program and 
Success for All.68 While in recent years this approach has been 
overshadowed by other national educational reform efforts, 
including the heated debate over No Child Left Behind, a meta-
analysis of research on the 29 most popular CSR models by the 
Center for Research on the Education of Students Placed At Risk 
(CRESPAR) found that “the overall effects of CSR are statistically 
significant, meaningful, and appear to be greater than the effects 
of other interventions that have been designed to serve similar 
purposes.” Three CSR programs were found to have particularly 
strong student achievement results: Direct Instruction, the School 

4: Helping Districts  
Implement Proven School 

Improvement Models 



Development Program, and Success for All.69

Yet, despite the attention that Connecticut’s home grown success 
stories and the national CSR models have received from parents, 
educators and policymakers, replicating their elements of success 
across Connecticut is not a simple matter. 

The challenge is twofold. First, neither the Connecticut State 
Department of Education nor our urban public school districts 
have the personnel and resources needed to help our many 
struggling schools effectively implement these models of success. 
Second, increased outside support is only half the challenge in 
raising student achievement. In order for any whole-school reform 
model to succeed, schools and districts must first make a real 
commitment to make the changes necessary to fully support these 
efforts.

The first challenge can be overcome with a significant investment 
in the State Department of Education’s support teams, nonprofit 
partner organizations and selected school districts’ central 
office staffs to implement proven approaches for raising 
student achievement. As part of this expansion, the Vanguard 
Schools project—a partnership between the Connecticut State 
Department of Education, the State Education Resource Center, 
and Connecticut’s Business and Industry Association that identifies 
top-performing Connecticut public schools and promotes the 
sharing of best practices—should be expanded with the mission 
of promoting replicable models for raising student achievement 
that are yielding results in Connecticut’s public schools.70

The second challenge is best met by connecting this package of 
support services and funds for new personnel to a competitive 
process whereby districts must affirmatively demonstrate their 
commitment to making the most of this outside support in order 
to be selected for participation, with renewal of this support 
connected to objective measures of student success. This plan 
should be taken to scale by selecting two high-needs districts 
every two years for participation in the program. 

Once the initial group of districts has proven this approach of 
enhanced support can make these school reform models work, the 
state should expand the support it offers to scale up this approach. 
It should also integrate this approach into their ongoing initiatives 
with schools and districts failing to make Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) until every district in need has implemented proven models 
for raising student achievement district-wide.

NEW ASSESSMENT TOOLS

Of course, even the most detailed and time-tested whole-school 
reform models are roadmaps, not silver bullets. They tell you where 
to go and how to get there, but students and teachers still have 
to make the journey. That is why the plans must also be guided 
by assessment tools that help teachers, school leaders and district 
staffs understand what is working and where changes are needed 
to ensure success.

The No Child Left Behind Act requires states that receive federal 



education funding to test students annually in grades three through 
eight and once in high school; it also provides new funding for 
programs that help struggling students (such as free tutoring) and 
it requires states to set yearly performance goals broken down 
by different groups of students, such as racial and ethnic groups, 
low-income students, and special education students.71 But the 
state of Connecticut and its 160 school districts can and 
should do more than the federally-mandated minimum for 
assessment. 

One approach that has shown promise is formative assessments. 
The term refers not to a particular form of test but to a way of using 
a series of tests to drive teacher-student interaction so that data on 
what students have learned are cycled back into the classroom 
throughout the year, shaping how teachers teach. Studies have 
shown that formative assessments have a strong positive impact 
on student achievement, especially among lower-achieving 
students.72 For formative assessment to work, however, it must be 
frequent, rigorous, standards-based, and the results must be used to 
guide teaching and professional development for teachers. 

Providing feedback on frequent tests, rather than focusing a 
school’s entire energy on passing one test at the end of the year, 
can provide students and teachers with a layered, incremental 
approach to raising achievement that will ultimately make the job 
of passing federally-mandated annual assessments much easier.

While many Connecticut districts have begun to develop a system 
of formative assessments, both the quality and the consistency of 

these assessments would be significantly enhanced through the 
creation of assessments and support materials applicable 
statewide and developed through a partnership among 
schools, districts, the State Department of Education, and 
nonprofit education organizations for grades K–8. 

On the high school level, the Connecticut Academic Performance 
Test (CAPT), administered to all Connecticut public school 
students in the 10th grade, does not provide enough guidance 
in the effort to ensure all students are college-ready by the time 
they leave high school. What is needed is a new set of “college-
readiness assessments,” given in grades 9, 10 and 11, connected 
to formative assessments that identify problems while there is still 
time to correct them through personalized student support plans. 

To gain expert support in developing these assessments, 
Connecticut should join the American Diploma Project (ADP) 
network, a coalition of 26 states dedicated to aligning the K–12 
curriculum, standards, assessments and accountability policies 
with the demands of college and work.73



•  PROVIDING SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT SUPPORT TEAMS, MADE 
UP OF NEW STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION PERSONNEL 
and nonprofit partner organizations, and support for new district 
central office staff to two selected districts every two years for 
implementing proven school improvement models.  
Cost for 2008–2014: $72 million.

•  DEVELOPING A LIBRARY OF SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT MODELS—
with investments in new State Department of Education personnel, 
outside partner organizations and an expansion of the Vanguard 
Schools Initiative—grounded in the national Comprehensive 
School Reform (CSR) initiative and in the elements of success in 
Connecticut’s high-performing, high-poverty schools.  
Cost for 2008–2014: $12 million.

•  JOINING THE AMERICAN DIPLOMA PROJECT AND INVESTING IN 
NEW CONNECTICUT DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION PERSONNEL 
and outside partner organizations to support the creation and 
implementation of new statewide formative assessments for K–8 
and new college-readiness assessments for 9th, 10th and 11th grades. 
Cost for 2008–2014: $27 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–14: $107 million.

ConnCAN 

 Recommends 



The heart of Great Schools 
is teaching and learning. The 
classroom is ground zero for 
closing the achievement gap, 

and those seeking to do so 
naturally focus on getting high-

quality candidates into teaching 
and principal positions and on 
adopting proven instructional 

models. But efficient 
administrative systems also 
have a critical part to play in 

closing the achievement gap. 



data systems provide instructional staff with detailed 
information about student achievement that can help 

teachers develop ever more effective interventions. Likewise, 
financial and accounting systems can be critical in assigning 
resources effectively to support sound classroom instruction.

EDUCATION DATA SYSTEMS

Having good data about student performance is key to developing 
instructional interventions, since it allows for support to be 
targeted where it is needed most and evaluated for its effectiveness. 
Data collection needs to be as fine-grained as possible—down 
to knowing how well individual students are doing at multiple 
assessment points throughout their school careers. This raises a 
major problem in education data collection: student mobility.

Implementing a unique student identifier assigned to each and 
every child allows states and districts to look at year-to-year student 
gains—asking, that is, where the student was at the beginning of this 
school year versus now and how much “value” these interventions 
have added over the year. This approach, called “value-added 
assessment,” would defuse many of the current debates over the 
blunt-edged approach to school intervention typified by the No 
Child Left Behind act.74 By creating a mechanism to recognize 
the unique starting point of each child’s learning every year, 
parents and educators in Connecticut could readily identify 
individual student achievement gains on standardized tests that 
are sometimes masked by averaging and by an exclusive reliance 

on the absolute yardsticks of “proficiency” or “goal.”75

New York has been a leader in creating this kind of reporting 
system. Developed as a joint project of the state department of 
education, local school districts, and researchers and technical 
specialists from SUNY, the system assigns every student a unique 
identifier. The system collects 23 separate demographic facts 
about students, including name, age, gender, ethnicity, and other 
important characteristics. The identifier follows the student as he 
or she moves around the state. Privacy protections are built into 
the system, which only authorized state and district personnel can 
access, and in conformity with standard industry practice, the files 
connecting names to the student identifier are stored separately.76

Currently Connecticut is one of only eight states that do 
not have an active unique student identifier system.77 This 
has hampered efforts to identify which schools produce the 
strongest academic growth for their students. Moreover, such a 
system would make it possible to track students between schools 
and grade levels to ensure that they are continuing to improve 
year to year; as well as to calculate an accurate graduation rate 
and college matriculation rate for each high school; and finally 
to identify which teacher recruitment, professional development, 
and school reform models produce the greatest gains in student 
achievement.78

Fortunately, after years of development the Connecticut State 
Department of Education recently announced that a unique 
student identifier system should be up and running by summer 

5: Ensuring Transparency 
& Public Accountability 

for Results



2007. Building on this progress, we should move quickly to 
develop a public system for rating schools based on value-
added measures of student performance and robust report 
cards for parents that present not only how well their children 
performed but also the annual “value added” by their children’s 
teachers and schools. Further, Connecticut should become a model 
in data collection by piloting a K–16 student identifier system with 
state community colleges and state universities so that students in 
state schools can be tracked throughout their academic careers.

FINANCIAL ACCOUNTABILITY

School finance, as always, is one of the more complex and 
controversial topics in education. In fact, it is a frequently litigated 
issue, as less affluent school districts throughout the nation push 
for “parity” with their wealthier counterparts.79 Yet despite the 
high stakes of school funding issues, it is often impossible 
to penetrate school district financial statements, which 
frequently rely on outdated accounting methods and are rarely 
standardized across districts so that easy comparisons can be 
made. 

More than $7 billion is spent each year by American public school 
districts on technology for data management.80 Yet school districts 
in Connecticut, and nationwide, have yet to adopt a financial 
practice that has become the standard in almost every large, multi-
unit industry, including health care, manufacturing, and retail: the 
use of a common “chart of accounts” to make financial reporting 

more transparent and to make it easier to receive useful and 
accurate information about education spending. 

This common chart would standardize accounting classifications 
across districts, meaning that all districts would classify the same 
kinds of revenues and expenses in the same ways. Such standard-
ization is critical to answering key operational and policy questions 
such as the amount of money spent on education overall, the 
percentage of education dollars supporting classroom instruction 
versus other district functions, and the costs and benefits of 
particular interventions or school improvement plans.81

Connecticut recently shifted to a new accounting model, called 
Core-CT, which went some way towards standardizing program 
accounting.82 But more can be done by the State Department of 
Education, which should require expanded annual reporting of 
financial information using standardized accounting measures 
from every district that accepts at least $1,000 per pupil in 
Education Cost Sharing (ECS) grants, with the goals of reducing 
funding disparities and increasing resources for instructional 
improvement.



•  DEVELOPING A PUBLIC SYSTEM FOR RATING SCHOOLS BASED 
ON VALUE-ADDED MEASURES of student performance and robust 
report cards for parents that present not only how well their 
children performed but also the “value-added” performance of 
their teachers and their schools.  
Cost for 2008–13: $21 million.

•  PILOTING A K–16 DATA SYSTEM in cooperation with state 
community colleges and state universities.  
Cost for 2008–13: $10 million.

•  REQUIRING A “COMMON CHART OF ACCOUNTS” FOR DISTRICTS’ 
SCHOOL BUDGETS, with the goals of reducing resource disparities 
between schools and achieving measurable increases in the 
percentage of funds directly targeted at instructional improvement.  
Cost for 2008–13: $27 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–13: $58 million.

ConnCAN 

 Recommends 



securing the goal of “Great Schools for All” is the most 
significant social and economic challenge we face as a 

state. 

The $1.3 billion over six years we propose to spend in this plan 
is a significant investment on top of the more than $40 billion 
already committed to Connecticut’s public education system 
through 2013. Yet, it is just a small down payment on the political 
capital needed from our public leaders and the sweat equity 
required from our teachers, school leaders, district staff, parents, 
and community members to make our schools work for all of 
Connecticut’s children. 

What motivates us in the face of such a steep climb are the gains 
we all will realize from accomplishing this difficult task:83

•  INCREASED JOB CREATION.84

•  A REDUCTION IN ECONOMIC INEQUALITY.85 
•  A LOWER CRIME RATE.86

•  HIGHER LEVELS OF VOTER PARTICIPATION.87 
•  REDUCED FISCAL PRESSURES ON OUR LOCAL AND STATE 

GOVERNMENT.88 
•  A SMALLER TAX BURDEN.89 
•  A HEALTHIER CITIZENRY.90  

No less important are the intangible benefits of greater solidarity, 
dreams realized, and the restoration of the ideal of equality of 
opportunity for all our children.

Although the achievement gap costs Connecticut’s poor and 
minority communities the most, we all have a compelling stake in 
ensuring that it is closed.

Conclusion





Appendix 1: Summary of 
“Great Schools for All”  

Recommendations 

•  INCREASING FUNDING FOR NEW PRESCHOOL 
SLOTS to ensure access to high quality 
programs for all three- and four-year-olds in 
families earning below 185% of the federal 
poverty level by 2012.  
Cost for 2008–13: $468 million.

•  INVESTING IN NEW K–3 ASSESSMENTS TO 
TRACK THE PROGRESS OF STUDENTS and 
ensure that every child is learning on pace to 
meet the CMT goal standard by the spring of 
the third grade.  
Cost for 2008–13: $15 million.

•  PROVIDING GRANTS DIRECTLY TO 
QUALIFIED FAMILIES SO THAT PARENTS CAN 
CHOOSE from among a diverse list of qualified 
providers to find the best fit for their child, 
with a public rating system to help parents 
make informed choices.  
Cost for 2008–13: $28 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–13: $510 million.

1: Expanding Access to  

High-Quality 
 Preschool



•  EXPANDING PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS IN 
URBAN DISTRICTS with a focus on nonprofit 
operators that employ proven models for 
closing the achievement gap. Raise the per 
pupil funding of charter schools to the state 
average and increase the number of students 
served from 3,600 to 10,000 by 2013.  
Cost for 2008–13: $345 million.

•  FOCUSING FUTURE MAGNET SCHOOL 
EXPANSION ON PROVEN MODELS for closing 
the achievement gap and on the state’s highest 
performing magnet operators. Measure 
progress both in terms of student diversity 
and high levels of academic performance for 
all student subgroups.  
Cost for 2008–13: $147 million.

•  PROVIDING MATCHING GRANTS TO 
DISTRICTS TO SUPPORT THE CREATION OF 
CONNECTICUT’S FIRST PILOT SCHOOLS and 
teacher professional partnerships.  
Cost for 2008–13: $60 million.

•  PROVIDING MATCHING GRANTS TO 
DISTRICTS TO SUPPORT THE CREATION OF 
NEW SMALLER HIGH SCHOOLS or smaller 
learning environments within larger high 
schools.  
Cost for 2008–13: $60 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–13: $612 million.

2: Creating Innovative  

New Public 
Schools 

•  PROVIDING SUPPORT TO TWO DISTRICTS 
EVERY TWO YEARS FOR NEW HIGH-LEVEL 
HUMAN RESOURCES TEAMS charged with 
implementing a streamlined and rigorous 
selection and hiring process and an extensive 
recruitment and mentoring campaign for new 
teachers and principals (with an emphasis on 
teachers and principals of color).  
Cost for 2008–13: $24 million.

•  CREATING A NEW PIPELINE TO RECRUIT TOP 
TEACHERS AND PRINCIPALS into our cities 
through an expansion of Teach for America 
and support for the launch of New Leaders for 
New Schools and The New Teacher Project in 
Connecticut.  
Cost for 2008–13: $39 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–13: $63 million.

3: Recruiting  

Teacher and 
Principal  
All-Stars in  
Our Urban Districts

1: Expanding Access to  

High-Quality 
 Preschool



•  PROVIDING SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 
SUPPORT TEAMS, MADE UP OF NEW STATE 
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION PERSONNEL 
and nonprofit partner organizations, and 
support for new district central office staff 
to two selected districts every two years for 
implementing proven school improvement 
models.  
Cost for 2008–2014: $72 million.

•  DEVELOPING A LIBRARY OF SCHOOL 
IMPROVEMENT MODELS—with investments in 
new State Department of Education personnel, 
outside partner organizations and an 
expansion of the Vanguard Schools Initiative—
grounded in the national Comprehensive 
School Reform (CSR) initiative and in the 
elements of success in Connecticut’s high-
performing, high-poverty schools.  
Cost for 2008–2014: $12 million.

•  JOINING THE AMERICAN DIPLOMA PROJECT 
AND INVESTING IN NEW CONNECTICUT 
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION PERSONNEL 
and outside partner organizations to support 
the creation and implementation of new 
statewide formative assessments for K–8 and 
new college-readiness assessments for 9th, 10th 
and 11th grades.  
Cost for 2008–2014: $27 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–14: $107 million.

4: Helping Districts  
Implement Proven  

School  
Improvement  
Models 

•  DEVELOPING A PUBLIC SYSTEM FOR 
RATING SCHOOLS BASED ON VALUE-ADDED 
MEASURES of student performance and robust 
report cards for parents that present not 
only how well their children performed but 
also the “value-added” performance of their 
teachers and their schools.  
Cost for 2008–13: $21 million.

•  PILOTING A K–16 DATA SYSTEM in 
cooperation with state community colleges 
and state universities.  
Cost for 2008–13: $10 million.

•  REQUIRING A “COMMON CHART OF 
ACCOUNTS” FOR DISTRICTS’ SCHOOL 
BUDGETS, with the goals of reducing resource 
disparities between schools and achieving 
measurable increases in the percentage 
of funds directly targeted at instructional 
improvement.  
Cost for 2008–13: $27 million.  
Total Cost for 2008–13: $58 million.

5: Ensuring  
Transparency and  

Public  
Accountability  
for Results



Appendix 2: The Cost  
of the “Great Schools  
for All” Plan, 2008–13

YEAR 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2008–13

TOTAL COST 
(in millions of dollars) 84 125 192 253 329 367  

Preschool 20 43 69 98 138 142 510 
 Expansion 14 37 62 90 130 134 468 
 Ratings 4 4 5 5 5 5 28 
 Assessments 2 2 2 3 3 3 15  

New Schools 37 55 85 114 144 177 612 
 Public Charters 19 26 45 64 84 107 345 
 Magnets 8 15 22 28 34 40 147 
 Pilots 5 7 9 11 13 15 60 
 Small HS 5 7 9 11 13 15 60

All-Stars 7 7 11 11 13 14 63 
 HR Support 2 2 4 4 6 6 24 
 Partners 5 5 7 7 7 8 39 

District Support 12 12 18 19 23 23 107 
 Support Teams 6 6 12 12 18 18 72 
 Models 2 2 2 2 2 2 12 
 Assessments 4 4 4 5 5 5 27 

Transparency 8 8 9 11 11 11 58 
 School Ratings 3 3 3 4 4 4 21 
 K–16 System 1 1 2 2 2 2 10 
 Common Chart 4 4 4 5 5 5 27

1,350

5: Ensuring  
Transparency and  

Public  
Accountability  
for Results
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