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WEST HARTFORD -
PUBLIC SCHOOLS

50 South Main Street, West Hartford, CT 06107 Phone: (860) 561-6600

May 1, 2009

Dr. Matk XK. McQuillan

Commissionet of Education

Connecticut State Department of Education
165 Capitol Avenue

Hartford, CT 06145

Deat Commissioner McQuillan:

We have received your lettet of April 8, 2009 notifying West Hartford of the racial
imbalance that exists at Chatter Oak and Smith schools in the 2008-09 school year. At out
most recent meeting on March 11, 2009, we indicated that we would provide you, by May 1,
2009, a letter detailing steps the administration and the Board of Education would take to
address the racial imbalance at both of those schools.

We have been wotking diligently thtoughout the 2008-09 school yeat to identify issues and
options with respect to the racial imbalance at Charter Oak and Stith, We have been
working with Ed Linehan, Consultant — Educational Choice, Bquity, Excellence, as a result
of out September 4, 2008 méeting with Mz, Coleman and Ms. Flanagan. We hope the
following analysis and proposed steps indicates to you the commitment that the
administration and Boatd of Education feel towards reducing racial imbalance at Chatter

Oak and Smith.

In the most recent racial balance report from the State of Connecticut, both Chatter Oak
and Smith wete identified as racially imbalanced. The disttict average is 35.9% minority at
the elementaty level and Chatter Oak is 80.9% minotity and Smith is 70.4% minority. The
table on the next page shows the K-5 population count both fof neighbothood students and
magnet students as well as for the school as whole,



Table 1: 2008-09 Minority Enrollment at Charter Oak and Smith

School Neighborhood Magnet Total
Population/%s Population/% Population/%
minotity ' minotity minotty
Chatter Oak 280 - 82.4% 66 —T74.4% 346 - 80.9%
(45.0% above disttict
ave)
Stith 292 —T71.0% 72— 68.7% 364 —70.5%
(34.6% above district
| ave)

The causes of the tacial imbalance at Chatter Oak and Smith ate a consequence of two
factors. First, too many of the magpet students are minority students. At Chatter Oak 74.4%
of the magmet students are minotity and at Smith 68.7% of the magnet students ate minotity.
Overall the disttict average is 35.9% minortity and if you exclude the populatons of Smith
and Charter Oak, the rest of the district, from whom magnet students are drawn, is only

28% minority.

1f we wete able to-change the demogtraphics of the magnet students who attend these two
schools to be a ttuer reflection of the demographics of the non-Smith and Charter Oak
students, then we could improve the racial imbalance figures substantially. Table 2 shows the
calculations. The imbalance at Charter Oak would drop from 45% to 36.1% and the
imbalance at Smith would dtop from 34.6% to 26.6%.

Table 2: Minotity Enrollment at Charter Oak and Smith if the magnet student .
demographics bettet teflected the district avetage

School Neighbothood Magnet ) Total
Population/% Population/% Population/%
minotity minotity minotity
Chatter Oak 280 — 82.4% 66 — 28% 346 —72.0%
(36.1% above district
ave)
Smith 292 —71.0% 72 —28% 364 — 62.5%
' (26.6% above district
ave)

,

The second cause of the racial imbalance at Charter Oak and Smith is the lack of magnet
seats available to students from other attendance zones in West Hartford. Getting
neighborhood students to leave Charter Oak and Smith to attend othet schools in West
Hartford while at the same titne attracting magnet students ftom those other schools to
attend Chatter Oak and Smith is patadoxical at its face. In fact, it has been extraordinatily
difficult to achieve. Based on eatlier discussions with you and members of your department,
we hired a tnagnet liaison to inform families about our magnet programs and to help




neighbothood families understand about opting out of the magnet schools to create more
room for magnet students. We have offered students the option to leave but the students
who have chosen to leave has not improved the racial balance at those schools. Budget
teductions due to referenda in 2008 resulted in the elimination of the magnet liaison. For the
2008-09 school yeat, we have a total of 20 students who have opted out of Charter Oak and
‘Smith - only 45% of those students were minority compared to a neighbothood population
of 71% to 82% minority. However, if we wete to assume that we could get typical 20
neighbothood children to leave and be teplaced by 20 magnet students at each school, then
Table 3 below shows the itnpacts on the tacial balance at those schools.

Table 3: Minority Entollment at Chartet Oak and Smith if the magnet student
demogtaphics better reflected the district average AND we get 20 neighborhood
students to leave for other schools in the district

School N Neighbothood' Magnet Total
Population/% Population/%o Population/%
minority A minotity minority
Chatter Oak 260 - 82.4% 86 —28% 346 — 68.9%
(33.0% above district
ave)
Smith 272~ 71.0% 92 -28% 364 — 60.1%
(24.2% above district
ave)

Under the scenario outlined in Table 3, Smith is now no longer in racial imbalance while
Charter Oak temains racially imbalanced. While Smith is in racial balance, it is just bately so
and to ensute longet term stability in the racial balance figutes, we will look in out planning
to tatget solutions that aim for a 20-22% difference between the minority petcentage at the

school and in the district.

While these small shifts in neighborhood and magnet students shows the possibility for
solving tacial imbalance at Smith (bately), a voluntary solution to solving racial imbalance at
Chatter Oak will require a substantial increase in the number of magnet seats available, We
could consttuct a new facility that would allow for the significant expansion of the number
of magnet seats at Charter Oak. There ate two possibilities. Table 4 details the numbers
assutning we continue to run Chattetr Oak as an intradistict magnet school. In this option
magnet students would come from othet school attendance zones within the district. We
would also set aside 40 seats for Stith neighborhood students to come to Charter Oak and
theteby increase the number of magnet student seats available at Smith,




Actions to take in 2009-10:

1) Status of Magnet School Themes:

In a disttict such as West Hartford where there are excellent neighbothood schools
and families ate very content with theit neighbothood options, the challenge we face
is in creating compelling enough themes at Chattet Ozk and Smith to 4ttract families
to leave the neighbothood and apply to Smith or Chatter Oak. The offerings in the
magnet schools have to be significantly diffetent from what is offered in the
neighbothood schools. Chatter Oak is becoming an International Baccalaureate
school. Charter Oak is completing the Considetation Phase and will entet the
Candidate Phase in July 2009. We anticipate authotization in 2010. Funding
continues to be allocated to meet the requirements fot IB authotization, even in
these difficult budgetaty times. The IB apptoach is a proven one that offets
significant differences to atttact magnet students. Smith has successfully
implemented a math, science and technology theme. The approach at Smith to math
has now beeh largely replicated at the other elementaty schools. Technology has
been enhanced, but needs to temain cutting edge and Science remains the one

~ differentiating factot.

We will zeview the progtams and themes at both these schools and recommend any
changes to the Boatd of Education in eatly spting of 2010, in time for inclusion in
the 2010-11 budgeting process. This has been an extraordinatily difficult budget year
with a 0% increase for 2009-10 so funding is limited next yeat.

2) Review of Magnet School Lottety Process:

In addition to the review of magnet themes to ensure they ate atttactive to students
‘from throughout West Hattford, we need to teview the magnet lottery process.
Cutrently we opetate 2 totally open Jottery for Smith and Chatter Ozk in which all
applicants have an equal chancé to get in to the school, We let students who move
out of the Charter Oak and Smith neighbothoods stay in the school while they apply
to the schools as magnet students. Both of these practices have conttibuted in part
to result that the demographic profile of the magnet students is much closer to the
demogtaphic ptofile of the Chatter Oak and Smith ne1ghborhoods than it is of the

whole school district.

Duting the 2009-10 school yeat, the administration will explote and make
recommendations to the Board of Education in time for the 2010-11 lottery for
changes in the lottety procedutes, Some of the options include establishing a
weighting system whete students with cettain chatactetistics would get a greater
weight in the lottety and a bettet chance of getting a lower number. These
characteristics could include:



» Not eligible fot free or reduced lunch

> At or above grade level proficiency in reading and/or math
» Not eligible for ELL setvices

> Residence zone

3) Increasing number of magnet seats — short term options.

The administration will explote and teport to the Boatd of Education on options to

" encourage neighbothood students at Smith and Chatter Ozk to attend schools in
other patts of the district. Cutrently we offet a preschool at Smith and Chatter Oak
for which patents conttibute on a sliding scale. We would explote the option to
expand the preschool offerings at othet schools in other patts of the district and
perhaps offer both free preschool and free wraparound cate (e.g. 7:30 to 5:30) to
residents of Smith and Charter Oak neighbothoods. Once we get the students to
attend these schools away from the neighbothood, we would wotk to get them to

~ continue at those schools providing the same welcoming atmosphere we have
established at out magnet schools.

4) Tncreasing number of magnet seats — longer term options.

As detailed eatlier in the letter, we can not solve the racial imbalance at Charter Oak
with the small enrollment shifts discussed in the pteceding section. Thus we are
looking to significantly expand the capacity at Chatter Oak through the construction
of a new school facility designed from the ground up based on the IB theme at
Charter Oak. As the school needs to be significantly latger than the current facility, a
new school would be the best option. The new school would provide for space for
additional magnet students from either the district or from other districts if it were to
operate as a host interdistict magnet school. In either scenatio, a number of slots

" would be tesetved for Smith neighbothood students to free up space for additional
rnag:net students at that school.

The administration would explore and report to the Boatd of Education on options
to build a 450 to 550 student facility in place of the existing Charter Oak facility.

The report would include costs and financing options. In these vety tight fiscal times,
the costs of the building 2 new facility undet the traditional school construction
formulas with the 40-42% teimbutsement rates would be difficult to absoth within
cuttently available town finances. The teport would also look at options for
financing and opetating the school as an interdistrict host magnet school.

Summary

To itmprove the racial balance at Smith and Chatter Oak magnet schools, actions
need to be taken to both improve the racial balance of magnet students at each
school and to increase the physical capacity at Charter Oak. To this end the
administration will study and repott to the Boatd on the following items duting the
2009-10 school yeat.



> Status of magnet school themes — December 2009

» Options for changing the magnet lottery — December 2009

> Shott term options for increasing seats at Chatter Oak/Smith —
December 2009 '

> Long term options for increasing seats at Charter Oak — February 2010

Depending on the findings of the study, the Board will be able to take actions in the
following ateas priot to the 2010-11 magnet school lottery.

» Revise magnet lottety procedutes ~ Januaty 2010

> Implement revision to magnet themes if necessary — Aptil 2010 — part of
budget process

> Implement shott tettm options for increasing seats at Smith and Charter
students — April 2010 — part of budget process

Upon receipt of the repotts for longer term options to solve the racial imbalance at
Charter Oak, the Board will review the financing options with the Town Council to
detérmine how best to fit the proposed new school project into the Town’s Capital
Improvement Plan (CIP). The better the reimbutsement rate for school
construction, the easier the new facility will fit within the CIP.

We ate optimistic that these steps will ultimately be the first of several stages that will result
in.the elimihation of the racial imbalance at Chatter Oak and Smith ovet the long term
through the use of primarily voluntaty measures. Cleatly thete are significant funding issues
to address with respect to the proposed long term solution at Chatter Oak, but we hope that
working togethet we can find options to address those funding issues.

We are available fot additional meetings at your request.
Sincetely,

David P. Sklarz
Superintendent

i§t
ssistant Supetintendent
Supetintendent (effective 7/1/09)



