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Provision in CT budget offers a deal to save insolvent
schools. Some say it avoids the real issues.
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Facing a combined deficit of $89 million over the next two years, The Hartford
Board of Education is grappling with ways to mitigate the deficit without
laying off further staff, which education officials say is already a bare bones
budget.
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“Each year, [ am most concerned we will not have all the tools we need and all
the staff we need to deliver quality programming for Hartford Public School
students,” said Hartford Board of Education Chair Shonta Browdy.

Rep. Maryam Khan, a Windsor Democrat, also highlighted challenges in the
district’s budget.

“I think at this point there’s nothing left for the district to cut unless we are
going into vital services, which we don’t want to see,” she said.

The district has already cut 500 positions in the last two years and lacks music
and art classes, according to the Hartford Federation of Teachers.

Hartford Mayor Arunan Arulampalam worked with legislative leaders to
include language in Gov. Ned Lamont’s budget that would allow any school
district to place itself under the fiscal oversight of the Municipal
Accountability Review Board in exchange for additional funding from the
state. Hartford’s City Council adopted its $633 million budget Wednesday
including a $10 million increase in education funding directly contingent on
the board choosing to go under the oversight of MARB.

While the Hartford Board of Education must decide in June whether to seek
oversight, Arulampalam said the funding is critical to avoiding more layoffs.

“It is the only way to get through this budget cycle without laying off hundreds
of teachers and staff,” the mayor said. “It is something that will have to
happen. But I think that there is an added benefit to it in that it will help us
plan out ahead for the upcoming years.”

The state legislature committed to give the city of Hartford $33 million this
session, but it still doesn’t mitigate the deficit.

Hartford Board of Education Chair Shonta Browdy said nothing the board is
doing warrants being placed under oversight. But Khan said oversight is not
intended to point fingers or imply mismanagement by the city’s board of
education, but to help illustrate to the state the structural issues that are
impacting Hartford.



Financial oversight alone will not solve Hartford’s fundinf problems, officials
agree. More funding for special education is critical to solvency, lawmakers
and Hartford officials say, in addition to addressing tuition and transportation
costs for Hartford students who leave the district for school choice programs.

The 1989 landmark Sheff v. O’Neill case aimed to address the disparity in
education between Hartford students and their suburban peers by bringing
about a new educational ecosystem, including both the Open Choice program
to bus Hartford students to suburban schools and the CREC magnet schools.
But many in recent years have said the decision may have multiplied harm to
the district’s schools and those students who attend them.

Sheffv. O’Neill

House Speaker Matt Ritter said Hartford has a different school system than
most towns due to Sheff V. O’Neill.

“We have magnet schools,” he said. “We have CREC. That has led to a decrease
in enrollment in Hartford Public Schools of thousands of kids. And so they
have to pay tuition in some cases.”

Khan said said while Sheff v. O’Neill created other school systems that benefit
some Hartford children, the system ends up being a cost to Hartford without
the city getting an increase.

She noted that the city pays tuition to receiving districts and also to providers
for special education students whose needs require they be placed outside of
the district.

Khan said currently providers set their own rates, with some districts
charging more for their services. A bill passed this session that will take effect
in 2027 will require more consistent rates to help address the issue.

“There’s no way that the district can keep up with those rising costs for all
those programs, especially when the district has not had added investments
from the city and state up until this year,” she said.



Khan said there needs to be a policy change regarding Sheff v. O’Neill or more
financial support for the district.

Michael Morton, deputy executive director and chief of staff for the School +
State Finance Project, a nonpartisan nonprofit education policy organization,
said Hartford’s special education tuition is impacted by Sheff.

“It’s not a coincidence that the Hartford special education tuition has risen
over $20.5 million in the last five years,” he said. “It’s a considerable amount of
their budget. Tuition alone is 53% of their total special education funding or
spending.”

Attorneys representing plaintiffs in the Sheff case recently raised concerns
that the Hartford Board of Education’s decision to hire a strategic
communications firm to recruit students back to the city’s schools violates the
2022 settlement agreement that promised an out-of-district placement for
every Hartford child who wanted one.

Attorneys from the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, ACLU and the Center for
Children’s Advocacy representing the plaintiffs are imploring city and state
officials to intervene to uphold the settlement.

Martha Stone, founder and special counsel for the Center for Children’s
Advocacy and counsel for the plaintiffs in Sheff v. O’Neill, has said the actions
taken by Hartford Public Schools “undermines the intent and letter and spirit
of the court.

“The State Department of Education and the city of Hartford have an
obligation to intervene and stop any actions which undermine the
constitutional obligations that the plaintiffs are entitled to,” Stone has told the
Courant.

But Hartford school officials say they are not violating the settlement
agreement and are grappling with a budget deficit.



“We are getting billed for Hartford resident students that are going elsewhere
due to Sheff v. O’Neill that we cannot keep up with,” said Browdy. “Thatin a
nutshell is a reason for our deficit.”

Elizabeth Horton Sheff, a civil rights activist and named plaintiff in the Sheff v.
O’Neill case, said that she believed the state should be responsible for magnet
school tuition for all of its students.

“However, what is absent from that train of thought is that Hartford still gets
the education cost sharing grant for the children who attend open choice or
magnet schools,” she said. “They get that money and keep that money minus
the tuition.”

For students leaving the district, the district receives half the per pupil
amount of the Education Cost Sharing formula, which, officials say, has not
been updated for years and falls far short of actual costs, resulting in budget
problems for districts across the state.

“So what are you doing with the money?” she said. “They keep blaming Sheff
as a means as part of their budget woes.”

Sheff added that instead of talking about Sheff “you need to talk about the fact
that you need to consolidate schools, that birth rates are down and that there
are less children in the schools.”

Carol Gale, president of the Hartford Federation of Teachers, has said, “if you
continue the trajectory of what Sheff V. O’Neill has done, the ultimate aim
would be to dissolve Hartford public schools. And I don’t believe that was the
original intent of the decision.”

Oversight

In order for a board of education to go under oversight of MARB it must
submit an application to the Commissioner of Education to participate in a
fiscal intervention and oversight plan, according to the governor’s budget.

City Council member Josh Michtom said the main issue concerning oversight
is that those at the state level “are invested in seeing this situation not as the



logical outcome of segregation and wealth hoarding at the state level but as
the result of the personal failures of Hartford leaders.

“And so forcing the Board of Education to ask for oversight in order to get
adequate funding aligns with that vision which is erroneous but allows the
folks who have the power to fix this, to avoid fixing it,” he said.

He said the issue rests squarely with the state.

“There’s no way you can have a system of municipal funding based on
property taxes where certain municipalities sacrifice 50% of their property
tax revenue to regional benefit and aren’t reimbursed for it,” he said, referring
to the city’s high percentage of tax-exempt property including state and
federal buildings, hospitals, colleges and nonprofits. The capital city hosts
those things, which suburban neighbors benefit from, but which weakens the
city’s tax base.

Gale said she questions whether the mayor is pushing for the oversight board
“as a way not to have to take more funds from the city budget to help the
board.”

Special education costs

Ritter said “the major driver of these massive increases in education aid is
special education.”

“We have kids who would cost hundreds of thousands a year to provide
federally required special education services,” Ritter said. “There should be a
moral obligation of the state to pay for these very expensive cases as opposed
to what happens now where you know some of this stuff just falls solely on
the taxpayers of that municipality.”

Patrice McCarthy, executive director and general counsel of the Connecticut
Association of Boards of Education, said “the state needs to remove the cap on
the Excess Cost grant to allow appropriate reimbursement to districts and
provide resources to support more public programs for special needs
students.”



The Excess Cost grant is provided “by the State to school districts to assist
them in paying for special education expenses for students with extraordinary
needs that require high cost, and often more intensive, services,” according to
the School+ State Finance Project, a nonpartisan nonprofit education policy
organization.

Morton said special education costs were flat funded this legislative session.

In addition to increasing the amount to the Excess Cost grant, Morton said the
legislature would also need to increase the amount it appropriates to the
Special Education Expansion and Development grant, which provides special
education support.

Morton said districts should be reimbursed under the Excess Cost grant
between 85 to 91% of their eligible costs dependent on the wealth of the
community.

“But because the amount appropriated to the grant is much lower than what is
needed to meet those percentages, districts are actually getting reimbursed
between 66.8% and 71.5%,” Morton said.



