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INTRODUCTION 

Education is a focus of concern at all levels of government and across many sectors of 

society in the United States.  It has been directly linked to equality of opportunity and prospect 

for upward mobility.  The biggest need for systemic education reform is in the urban school 

districts.  As cited in Stone, Henig, Jones and Pierannunzi (2001), the National  Assessment of 

Educational Progress found “students in nonurban school districts are more than 50 percent  

more likely than urban students to score at the  “basic” level in reading , mathematics, and 

science” (p. 10).  Urban school districts have failed to prepare many children and youth to be 

career ready or be prepared for college.  If there were not inequities in educational quality in the 

United States, people would have more economic opportunities and there would be less poverty 

in the U.S. (Rank, 2005).  In addition, there is a heightened awareness about the importance of 

providing a quality education for all U.S. children and youth due to the desire to keep the U.S. 

competitive in the global economy.   A major benefit to the United States for raising student 

achievement is to increase national economic growth.  In a report by the Teaching Commission 

(as cited by U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Secretary, Office of Public Affairs, 

2004), “significant improvements in education over a 20-year period could lead to as much as a 4 

percent addition to the Gross Domestic Product” or over $400 billion (p. 3).  The movement to 

close the achievement gap is due to the concern for the United States future.  Less than fifty 

years from now, racial, ethnic and socio economic groups that are over represented among low 

achievers will be the majority of the population and workforce (Ferguson, 2005). 

Over the years, there have been educational reform initiatives and policy changes at the 

federal, state and local level.  However, the successful initiatives and policy changes in the urban 

school districts have only been successful on a short term basis.  There needs to be a more 
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comprehensive, effective and sustained collective effort in order to bring about long-term 

systemic education reform (Stone et al, 2001).  In addition, educational reform initiatives and 

policies must be aligned and linked together so there are common goals and objectives.  Since 

there is a wealth of information about educational reform, the focus of this paper will be about 

federal initiatives, state initiatives in Connecticut, and local urban initiatives.  

FEDERAL INITIATIVES 

Over the past ten years, there have been two major federal initiatives including the No 

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 and the Race to the Top program of 2009.  These 

programs have focused on accountability, improving academic achievement of children, 

developing effective teachers and administrators and providing support to the lowest-achieving 

schools.  Race to the Top is different than NCLB since it is a competitive grant program for 

states and not all states will be chosen to participate in this program.  In contrast, NCLB has 

affected all school districts especially urban school districts.  Race to the Top has built upon 

NCLB and focused on a systemic approach to education reform.  There is a movement towards a 

more comprehensive approach to education reform and coordination of all parts of the education 

system including community partners (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).       

NCLB affects all children in public schools in the United States and has had a profound 

impact on public school systems especially urban systems.  The United States federal 

government believes this legislation ensures accountability of the schools and flexibility, 

provides increased federal support for education and creates an education system that is more 

inclusive, responsive and fair  (U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Secretary, Office of 

Public Affairs, 2004).   In addition, the goals of NCLB include improving the academic 

achievement of the economically disadvantaged, training and recruiting of highly qualified 
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teachers and principals, language instruction for limited English proficient and immigrant 

students, giving parents choices, creating innovative education programs, helping all children 

learn to read and helping children with disabilities (No Child Left  Behind Act of 2001, 2002).  

Within each one of these areas, the federal government provides limited financial support to all 

state governments for allocations to their school districts.   

 NCLB  has raised awareness about reducing the academic achievement gap between 

white children and black and Hispanic children.  Ron Ferguson, PhD and Achievement Gap 

Initiative Director at Harvard University states there is no single cause and therefore no single 

solution to the nation’s achievement gap.  There is a national movement to close achievement 

gaps between children from different racial, ethnic and social class backgrounds (Ferguson, 

2005).  Finally, NCLB has focused on raising teacher quality in urban school districts which is 

critical to teaching students adequately (Shirley and Evans, 2007).     

One of the negative aspects of NCLB is the inadequacy of funding to meet the costs of 

following NCLB.  It is widely reported by administrators that their school districts have not been 

provided enough funds to meet the substantial costs imposed on the districts by NCLB 

(Legislative Advocacy Clinic at Yale Law School & Connecticut Voices for Children, 2004).  

With regards to NCLB there are substantial costs on schools districts in connection with test 

administration, record-keeping, analysis of test data, and adjustment of curriculum to reflect 

testing results (Legislative Advocacy Clinic at Yale Law School & Connecticut Voices for 

Children, 2004).   Some educators are reporting that by imposing costly requirements without 

guaranteeing additional funding, the Act is decreasing the educational opportunities for students.  

Without federal funding, it is difficult for cities to seriously address their education 

problems.  “To improve our public schools, especially those that serve the nation’s poorest 
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children, we need to increase federal funding for smaller classrooms, adequate teacher training, 

and sufficient books and equipment.  We cannot rely primarily on local or even state funding for 

public education” (Dreier, 2007, p. 247). 

The Race to the Top Program is part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 

2009 (ARRA).  The ARRA legislation is designed to stimulate the economy, support job creation 

and invest in critical sectors, including education (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).  ARRA 

supports educational reform “by supporting investments in innovative strategies that are most 

likely to lead to improved results for students, long-term gains in school and  school system 

capacity, and increased productivity and  effectiveness” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009, p. 

2).  By investing in quality education for all students, there will be long term positive gains in the 

U.S. economy.   

Race to the Top is a federally competitive grant program.  This program is designed to 

encourage and reward states that are creating conditions for education innovation and reform and 

achieving significant improvement in student outcomes.  The core education reforms include:  

• Adopting standards and assessments that prepare  students  to succeed in college and  

workplace 

• Building data systems  that improve student  growth and success and inform 

teachers/principals how they can improve instruction 

• Recruiting,  developing, rewarding and retaining effective teachers/principals how they 

can improve instruction 

• Turning around lowest achieving schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). 

Race to the Top is making State Departments of Education have a systemic approach and 

trying to link all community partners to each one of the reforms listed above.  The Race to the 
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Top program is a first step in building broad based coalitions within communities and connecting 

reform policies so there are common goals on a federal, state and local level.   This allows for a 

more comprehensive, effective and sustained collective effort in order to bring about long-term 

systemic education reform (Stone et al, 2001).   

STATE INITIATIVES 

 The above federal educational reform initiatives have directly impacted State 

Departments of Education across the United States.  There is an incentive for states to participate 

and follow the guidelines of these programs.  Even though local school administrators have 

stated there is an inadequacy in funding for NCLB requirements, State Departments of Education 

believe the funding from NCLB and the Race to the Top program is adequate enough.  The 

participation in the federal initiatives has resulted in some alignment of the federal, state and 

local reform initiatives.          

 Per the NCLB guidelines, the Connecticut Department of Education is now working 

directly with fifteen of Connecticut’s largest urban school districts to improve the quality of their 

educational programs and to help students achieve at higher levels.  These school districts that 

are “in need of improvement” include nearly 20 percent of the state’s public school enrollment.    

State of Connecticut Education Commissioner Mark McQuillan has stated:  

• “these districts serve children with the greatest needs.  Poverty, student mobility, limited 

English language proficiency, teacher turnover and lack of resources are significant 

factors affecting progress” (Connecticut State Department of Education, 2008, p. 2).   

• “This work is about taking joint responsibility for our state’s neediest children by 

forming partnerships between the Department and local school districts and providing 

support, resources and guidance to achieve common goals.  This effort represents a 
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strong step forward in addressing Connecticut’s biggest educational challenge – closing 

the achievement gap” (Connecticut State Department of Education, 2008, p. 1).    

Connecticut State Coalitions 

 Within the State of Connecticut, coalitions focused on education reform share common 

goals.  A couple of these goals include closing the achievement gap and offering school choices 

including traditional, charter, magnet, and technical schools so that all children have access to 

quality schools. However, there are differences in their ideologies and this impacts their ability to 

advocate around the common goals.  Some of the coalitions include: 

• Sheff Movement Coalition – This coalition believes that Connecticut is failing the 

children in urban school districts.  They would like to see integration in schools, 

education of the public about voluntary integration measures and increased support for 

quality education for all children attending integrated schools (Sheff Movement 

Coalition, 2010).  The Sheff Movement believes the best way to close the achievement 

gap is through integration (J. Leake, personal communication, June 3, 2010).   

The Sheff Movement was initiated by Elizabeth Horton Sheff and other parents in 1989.  

They filed a lawsuit on behalf of their children against then-Gov. William A. O'Neill, 

charging that Connecticut's system of separate city and suburban school districts led to 

racially segregated schools and a violation of their children's rights to equal opportunity.  

This movement has been ongoing and in early 2008, the state and plaintiffs agreed to a 

new settlement that calls for expanded regional magnet schools and use of Project Choice 

to provide a quality, integrated education to all children. The settlement calls for greater 

coordination of regional magnets and choice programs, and includes the goal that 80% of 

Hartford parents seeking to send their children to an integrated school will be 
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accommodated (Sheff Movement Coalition, 2010).   The Sheff Movement has increased 

educational opportunities for children who have been segregated in urban school districts  

through constitutional changes and focusing on state legislative bills that will allow for a 

quality, integrated education for all children. 

• CT Coalition for Achievement Now (ConnCAN) – coalition for school reform in 

Connecticut including greater choices (traditional, magnet, technical and public charter 

schools), greater accountability (state standards, student assessments) and greater 

flexibility (educators need to have flexibility in running districts and schools) 

(Connecticut Coalition for Achievement Now, 2010).  ConnCAN is increasing 

educational opportunities for children, however, the focus is not on integration of 

children within educational institutions.  The focus is more about choices including more 

charter schools and money following the child to the school they decide to attend.  

ConnCAN was a strong proponent for the Connecticut education bill passed on May 5, 

2010.  It is directly linked to the federal Race to the Top program and funding. 

• Campaign LEARN (Leadership in Education, Achievement and Reform Now) This 

organization is focused on education reform to close the achievement gap specifically 

between white and minorities.  There is a grassroots mobilization effort to promote 

leadership and accountability in ensuring that all Connecticut children (particularly low 

income children of color) have access to high quality educational options.  Goals include: 

raising awareness of the  reality of the racial and ethnic achievement in Connecticut, 

identifying  best practices for eliminating the achievement  gap, and supporting policy 

changes at the state and district level that are scalable and sustainable (Campaign 
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LEARN, 2010).  This organization advocated for the new Connecticut education bill 

passed on May 5, 2010. 

• CT Coalition for Justice in Education Funding (CCJEF) – Coalition for affording equal 

educational opportunity for every child.  This is a broad based 501(c)(3) nonprofit 

seeking to achieve an equitable funded PK-12 public education system that is based  on 

learning  needs of students and the real costs of delivering high quality education in every 

community (Connecticut Coalition for  Justice in Education Funding, 2010).  CCJEF 

creates educational reform through constitutional changes including the CCJEF vs. Rell 

Supreme court case. 

One example of different ideologies between coalitions is the process of how to close the 

achievement gap.    The Sheff Movement believes the best way to close the achievement gap is 

through integration.  This belief is based on social science evidence that demonstrates that 

racially diverse schools are associated with achievement in math and reading for Latino and 

African-American students, with more advanced critical thinking skills, intellectual engagement 

and a reduction in racial stereotyping.  Learning challenges that may be related to stress, poverty, 

health problems or neighborhood violence, researchers are starting to understand, may be more 

effectively overcome in schools that are not sharply segregated by race and class (Eaton, 2010).  

There is also the belief that students from low-income families would do better academically in 

middle class schools rather than in schools where there is a high percentage of students living in 

poverty (Eaton, 2004).  In contrast, ConnCAN believes the best way to close the achievement 

gap is to provide school choices but does not take into consideration the integration of students 

or the concentration of students who are low-income.   

 



June 15, 2010 Educational Reform in Urban School Districts  M.J. Chironna 

- 9 - 
 

Connecticut State Legislation 

 Due to the federal Race to the Top program, many states have passed legislation to align 

more closely with the goals of Race to the Top.  Connecticut passed a combined education bill 

on Wednesday, May 5, 2010 including the two proposed bills below: 

• HB 5489 – An Act concerning Secondary School Reform –increase required credits to 

graduate from 20 to 25 and other requirements 

• HB 5491 – An Act concerning certain school district reforms to reduce the achievement 

gap in CT thus giving parents equal power to transform failing schools.  Implement 

school governance councils  within low performing schools and/or systemic failing 

schools – promote access to high quality schools for all children  

 It passed due to an unlikely coalition of organizations including the Connecticut State 

Department of Education, Connecticut Education Association teacher union officials, ConnCAN 

and other stakeholders.  The coalition ended up finding common ground after a couple of weeks 

of debating and compromising.  One of the strengths of this bill is the support of the teacher 

unions.  In many other states, state legislation has failed to win the support of teacher unions 

(Frahm, 2010).  The bill covered a broad range of reforms including expanding graduation 

requirements to changing education data systems.  This legislation strengthens Connecticut’s 

chance at winning up to $175 million in federal Race to the Top dollars (Rabe and Frahm, 2010). 

Connecticut State Supreme Court Ruling 

 Presently, there is a national effort to use state constitutions to close the achievement gap 

(Becker, 2010).  The Connecticut Supreme Court ruled in March 2010 in CCJEF vs. Rell a need 

for quantifying education quality – all school children have the constitutional right to effective 

and meaningful education.  This ruling states “that the Connecticut Constitution guarantees 
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students not just a public education, but one that can prepare them for employment, higher 

education and civic responsibilities like voting and jury duty” (Becker, 2010, p. 1).  The ruling 

declared that students have a right to an “adequate” level of education.  The Connecticut State 

Department of Education said the ruling has implications for both finances and the ways schools 

are structured.  Also, the ruling about adequacy in education is aligned with the state legislation 

of high school reforms and other educational standards (Becker, 2010).   

LOCAL INITIATIVES 

 In order to make systemic educational reform changes at the city level, all of the 

educational reform policies need to connect (M. Nast, personal communication, June 4, 2010).  

Michael Nast, Interim Superintendent of the Norwalk School District, states accountability and 

the data driven decision process is important, however, the implementation of strategies after the 

data is collected is critical to actually make positive change.  In addition, the building of leaders 

from the teachers to the principals to the administrators in the central office is the key to 

transforming urban schools and providing higher quality education to all children.  Finally, we 

should connect learning in the classroom to learning experiences outside the classroom. For 

example, high school students should be able to receive credit for internships, community 

services and other community related activities that would connect the classroom learning to 

everyday activities.  There should be a focus on innovation. 

 Local urban school districts and the State Department of Education are creating school 

improvement plans tied into the State Department of Education goals.  The State Department of 

Education goals are aligned with federal education goals such as the ones discussed in the Race 

to the Top program.  For example, the city of Norwalk Public Schools Improvement Plan has 

three goals:  1) improve performance in literacy 2) improve performance in numeracy 3) improve 
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partnerships with parents and community stakeholders.  Goal three is aligned with the Race to 

the Top systemic approach and strengthens community partnerships. 

 The vitality of a city is directly linked to social conditions and tied to education and youth 

development.  Stone et al. (2001) state that “civic capacity is about various sectors on the 

community coming together in an effort to solve a major problem” (p. 4).  “Local initiatives, 

sustained by local coalitions, must generate the capacity to get things started and draw in 

resources from the outside” (Stone, et al., 2001, p. 4).  Presently, many corporate businesses are 

concerned and involved with educational reform.  They are working collaboratively with a broad 

base of organizations and stakeholders to collectively focus on improving public education.  

Local coalitions need to come together and align their goals to reform policies so there are 

common goals.    

In order to truly decrease the achievement gap, there needs to be a paradigm shift within 

communities.  Adults need to be aware of their influence on child learning and development 

(Ferguson, 2005).  The roles of adults can include parents, teachers, doctors, and nurses or any 

other position of communication with children.  There are some common experiences that 

promote learning and thriving in children.  They include:  physical and psychological safety, 

appropriate structure, supportive relationships, opportunities to belong, positive social norms, 

support for efficacy and mattering, opportunities for skill building and integration of family, 

school and community (Ferguson, 2005).   These experiences must start at birth.  It is not just 

measuring academics by standardized tests.  If the experiences above can be available to all 

children before, during, after school and during the summer months, they will have a better 

chance at excelling academically.   
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 Finally, accountability for the education of children in the United States should not just 

fall on school officials and teachers.  Parent involvement has a huge impact on the academic 

success of children.  However, it is very difficult for single parents who may work a couple of 

jobs to spend a lot of time with their children.   The availability of community resources for these 

parents and children is critical for their academic achievement (Ferguson, 2005).  Communities 

within urban settings can positively benefit from organizations like social service agencies, local 

housing authorities, community centers, community colleges, churches, libraries that offer after 

school programs and other youth oriented programs.   

 The success of school reform depends on a collective effort.  There are many activities 

and interacting processes involved within the politics of urban education.  They include:  the 

politics of the board of education, the politics of the superintendent’s office, the 

intergovernmental links between the local schools system and education programs and mandates 

at the state and federal levels, the locally focused decisions of governors and other state officials, 

the local links  between the school district and city hall, the politics of the PTA and other 

community groups and their interaction  with school officials,  and collective bargaining by the 

teachers union and other employee organizations.    In addition there are school-level politics 

involving the principal’s office, principal-teacher interaction, parent-school interaction, and 

teacher-student interaction in the classroom (Stone, et al, 2001).  In order to make policy changes 

and reduce the achievement gap, it is critical to build a broad based coalition and have ongoing 

community engagement.   
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