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On behalf of the National Coalition on School Diversity (NCSD),1 we respectfully submit input to the
Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE) as it develops a Comprehensive School Choice Plan
to help the state meet its obligations under the Sheff v. O’Neill ruling. We trust that CSDE’s recent forum
signals the state’s commitment to meaningful, sustained community engagement and public dialogue
around issues of integration moving forward.
At the onset, it is important to acknowledge a simple truth that should consistently drive the discourse on
this issue: students benefit from attending integrated schools.2
Sixty-seven years after Brown v. Board of Education recognized public education as “the very foundation
of good citizenship,” and declared that “separate but equal has no place” in public education, our nation is
still struggling to confront its legacy of white supremacy and to reorient and reimagine its systems toward
justice and equity. Connecticut’s Sheff v. O’Neill decision, decided nearly 25 years ago, stands in contrast
to how most of the country has swept issues of segregation and systemic racial injustice under the
proverbial rug.3 Although much progress has been made in Metro Hartford, the concept of “quality,
integrated education” has not yet become a cornerstone of the state’s approach to education. As a result,
thousands of students in Greater Hartford have not directly benefited from the ruling, and statewide,
segregation and systemic racial injustice persist.
The Sheff plaintiffs brought this lawsuit against the state “to vindicate their personal rights under the
Constitution and laws of [Connecticut].”4 They believed that segregation in Metro Hartford schools was
“infringing on [students’] fundamental right to education and their right to equal protection of the laws.”5 In
1996, the Connecticut Supreme Court agreed, holding that racial isolation across the region constituted “a
denial of students’ constitutionally protected rights,” 6 deserving of judicial protection. Rather than dictating
a specific course of action, the Supreme Court “direct[ed] the legislature and the executive branch to put
the search for appropriate remedial measures at the top of their respective agendas.”7 The plaintiffs’
original vision for implementation--worth revisiting--was bold and multi-faceted.8
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As you know, Hartford has served as a national exemplar for school integration for many years.9
Our coalition often points to Hartford as a place of promise and inspiration for advocates across the
country looking to create and sustain integration. Understandably and importantly, people closer to the
work in Connecticut often identify areas of concern and needed improvement. Two things are true:
meaningful and notable progress has been made, and much work remains. We encourage CSDE to do all
that it can to help people maintain perspective while also engaging in honest dialogue and constructive
action. The task at hand may seem monumental, but by staying the course, fostering engagement, and
making needed corrections along the way, CSDE can and will reach new levels of integration and
systemic equity in partnership with the communities it serves.
We appreciated CSDE’s willingness to take a vocal stand in response to the murder of George Floyd,
recognizing great urgency in addressing the harms of racial injustice. Specifically, then-Commissioner
Miguel Cardona’s statement read: “If we are to prepare our students to become productive members of a
diverse society who embrace diversity and foster school communities in which all members feel valued,
respected and safe, remaining silent on these current events is not an option.”10 We are eager to see
CSDE take steps to make its stated commitments real, in the form of concrete policies, resources, and
support for educators and communities working to advance racial justice. As part of its work, NCSD urges
CSDE to openly acknowledge that “segregation is about more than the separation of people from each
other. It is about separating historically marginalized people from resources, power, opportunity, and
self-determination. It is about the proliferation of racial and economic stratification.”11 Importantly, in
combatting racial injustice, “social science research demonstrates the importance of fostering sustained
interracial contact between youth in order to prepare them to thrive in a multiracial society.”12 A clear,
unequivocal commitment to holistic integration can help CSDE advance its broader racial justice goals.
Many of the challenges associated with the adversarial process of litigation have surfaced over the last 25
years of Sheff v. O’Neill enforcement and implementation.13 For far too long, the goals of achieving
quality, integrated education in Hartford have been put into unnecessary conflict with goals to achieve
systemic educational equity across the state. We ask that the CSDE focus on proactively creating
structures and processes that demonstrate a longer-term commitment to holistic14 school
integration that goes beyond mere compliance with the Sheff v. O’Neill legal mandate and that are
rooted in decades of research that confirms that students directly benefit from school integration.
To this end, we offer three specific recommendations:
1. CSDE should formally incorporate integration into its accountability framework,15 which was
established to conform with the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).16 In addition, CSDE should
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consider ways to use ESSA set-aside funds 17 for the creation of state-level integration programs
that are carefully aligned with the state’s overall education goals.18
2. Create clear pathways to foster inter-agency collaboration around housing, schools, and
transportation that will lead to a more equitable distribution of resources and power across
interconnected systems. In doing so, CSDE can draw from 2016 guidance issued by the U.S.
Departments of Education, Housing and Urban Development, and Transportation “calling on local
education, transportation, and housing leaders to work together on issues at the intersection of
our respective missions in helping to guarantee full access of opportunity....”19 More specifically,
CSDE should undertake efforts to:
●

Replicate federal agencies’ past efforts to convene “educators, researchers and community
leaders with policy experts and [agency] leaders...to discuss voluntary, community-led
strategies to promote increased diversity in our schools and neighborhoods.”20

●

Institute programs that build awareness (both within CSDE and beyond) about housing policy
and how it relates to educational inequity. A recent report, A Steady Habit of Segregation,21
describes relevant history in detail. The Othering and Belonging Institute at the University of
California-Berkeley’s Summer Fellowship for Teachers on Race and Housing in the Bay Area
may provide a helpful frame of reference in these efforts.22

●

CSDE should undertake efforts to better understand the extent to which local boards of
education are representative--racially, socioeconomically, and linguistically--of Connecticut’s
student populations. Drastic mismatches between the composition of local boards of
education and that of the state’s student population may contribute to concentrations of
political power that make it difficult to achieve equity.

3. Institute a permanent, state-wide advisory council whose work is explicitly focused on school
integration and commit to sufficient levels of dedicated staffing within CSDE. As part of this,
prioritize meaningful, sustained community engagement moving forward.
Sheff v. O’Neill represents a hopeful path forward--for Connecticut and the country. It epitomizes what
Heather McGhee describes in The Sum of Us: “a new story of who we could be to one another, and [a
glimpse into] the new America we must create for the sum of us.”23 The CSDE is in a position to truly
develop a blueprint for what a strong, long-term commitment to holistic school integration looks like. We
hope that you will eagerly seize the opportunity.
We welcome the opportunity to meet with members of the CSDE team to discuss the ideas mentioned
herein. We can be reached at gchirichigno@prrac.org and ptegeler@prrac.org.
Sincerely,
/s/
Gina Chirichigno
Director
National Coalition on School Diversity
17

/s/
Philip Tegeler
Executive Director
Poverty and Race Research Action Council
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