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Transforming Public Education in Connecticut 
The Challenge of Creating a Learner-Centered School System 

 

Purpose 
 

Connecticut’s public school superintendents believe that each child should come to school well fed, 
adequately clothed, and without fear.  Every child should be inspired and challenged by a relevant and 
important curriculum that tackles real world problems.  Every child should to be taught by highly trained, 
professional educators in schools equipped with the technology necessary to enhance teaching and learning.  
Each child should graduate as a young adult, fully prepared to study at a high level, able to compete on the 
global stage, and committed to being a contributing member of our society. 
 

Yet the current educational system is not working for all Connecticut students.  It is not designed to meet the 
expectation of universal student success. A strong public school system is essential to maintaining our 
democratic heritage to create a climate of justice for all our citizens and contribute to the economic stability of 
our state. Our state must operate its schools understanding that the success of all of us is built on the success 
of each of us.  
 

Tinkering with Connecticut’s system of schooling will not help the state recapture its competitive advantage.  
The Connecticut Association of Public School Superintendents calls upon all of our citizens to enter into a 
spirited and thoughtful dialogue about what is required of a successful school in the 21st Century, what skills 
will be demanded of our graduates, and what accountability standards must be in place to make this 
educational transformation a reality.  
 

 With this call, it is necessary to revise our own vision of schooling and the social, economic, and political 
systems that support it.  That cannot be done unless Connecticut decision-makers challenge the status quo, 
setting the cornerstone for a stronger, more equitable, and more vibrant Connecticut.  The conversation will 
not be an easy one. But let us begin.  
 

The Genesis of this Document 
 

This report is the product of research, soul-searching, and debate among Connecticut’s public school leaders, 
and their philanthropic and social service partners.  We are grateful to Project Partners and their 
representatives including the H.A. Vance Foundation, The Nellie Mae Education Foundation, The William 
Caspar Graustein Memorial Fund, and Dell whose contributions clarified our thinking and strengthened our 
message. The Educational Transformation Group examined Connecticut’s current educational practices, 
policies, and student results.   
 

 Connecticut’s educational, political, and social structures present a maze of challenges that cannot be fixed 
with one single strategy.  The current system of public education must evolve in order to meet the dynamic 
needs of our children.  Poverty, ethnicity, neighborhood instability, and individual disability cause inequities 
that imperil our economic and social fabric as a state.    

As we drafted this report, we worked to define our core values, fundamental beliefs, and shared commitments 
as Connecticut’s educational stewards. In our conversations, we shared moments of great pride and equally 
great despair.  We saw notable achievement and insightful decision-making as well as evidence of failure and 
short-sighted thinking.  Throughout our study, the Educational Transformation Group heard from 
internationally-noted experts.  Some provided an ominous glimpse of the future, others advised restructuring 
of our economic and political supports, still others argued for dissolving most existing educational structures.  
Many of those ideas earned a place in shaping this report.   

We present this vision of an educational transformation to the citizens of Connecticut in the hope that it will 
provoke statewide conversations about the nature of schooling and what we should expect of our pre-K-16 
system. Examining our system of schooling will not be easy. Yet the people of Connecticut will never 
undertake a more important task.    
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The Core Principles Supporting the Transformation of our Schools 
 

• Our citizens deserve schools that are second to none.   
 

• No child in Connecticut should be deprived of the opportunity to reach his/her potential due to 
 circumstances of geography, financial inequity, quality of teachers or the school support system. 
 

• Each child’s advancement through school should be based upon the mastery of a clearly-defined and 
 sequenced series of skills and a base of knowledge in all disciplines.  Each child should have access to 
 instructional technologies, thought-provoking academic activities, and extra-curricular programs that 
 promote the development of a fully functioning adult capable of asking difficult questions and solving 
 sophisticated problems. 
 

• Each child in Connecticut should daily enter a school environment that is designed for and committed to 
 meeting individual academic needs and interests, while also respecting individuality and ensuring 
 personal safety. 
 

• Each educator in Connecticut must be well-educated in a chosen field of study, highly trained in 
 pedagogy, capable of adjusting instruction to meet the needs of every child, and subject to valid 
 accountability standards.   
 

• Those charged with the governance of education K-16, those elected in local communities, our state’s 
 legislators, and the executive branch must act with efficiency, harmony, and wisdom to make 
 Connecticut’s education second to none. There is no higher responsibility for our state’s leaders than to 
 provide a world-class school system. 
 

Connecticut’s citizens must challenge the status quo to bring about transformational changes in educational 
outcomes. 

 
CORE BELIEFS STATEMENT 

 

• The Connecticut Association of Public School Superintendents (CAPSS) holds to the following core 
 beliefs. 
 

• Every child is precious.   Each child, regardless of any racial, ethnic, economic, physical, mental  or 
 cognitive condition, can and must learn to the same high standard 
 

• Each child has sufficient ability to learn to high standards. 
 

• There must be a strong, vibrant, and flexible public education system in order to meet the goal of every 
 child learning to the same high standard. 
 

• The public education system, as it is designed and functioning today, is not designed to achieve the goal 
 of every child learning to high standards.   
 

• Transformative change in public education cannot take place in isolation from the public.   
 

• The family structure is vital to the growth of every child. It must be reinforced and fostered on an 
 equitable and consistent basis. 
 

• The public education system must integrate services to children and raise community expectations both 
 for the education system and for the other systems that offer services to children and their families. 
 

• In order to achieve the result of every child learning to high standards, the system of public education 
 must be transformed. 
 

• Effective leadership is essential for building the capacity for transformative change resulting, in every 
 child learning to high standards.   
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Education Policy Direction 
 

 

Policy making for education at federal and state levels are based on bureaucratic assumptions of hierarchy, 
centralized decision making, standardization, regulation, inspection. These characteristics are designed to limit 
unit and individual discretion, provide only one point or source of legitimacy, and depress creativity. The chief 
outcome of bureaucratic assumptions and thinking is stability, not change. 
 

For local school administrators the model has produced ever increasing explicit formal legal and regulative 
constraints, less decision- making authority and flexibility, greater goal ambiguity and conflict about directions, 
more intensive external political influences, fewer incentive structures, and greater involvement of external 
authorities in the leadership of schools.  Complicating the situation are the public organization constraints related 
to the lack of incentives for conserving resources and improving performance. 
 

Virtually all the state and federal solutions of the “educational reform movement” have been bureaucratic:  
increase centralization, power and direction for the “top”; increase standardization through testing; increase 
regulations and mandates to limit school district and school discretion.  None of this has resulted in any 
substantial improvement.  The US is just as far behind or further behind the foreign competition as before the 
“reform movement” started. The agenda of expanding centralized controls, raising standards, top down change 
model, prescriptive policy, and incremental change has failed and will continue to fail.  
 

Two major forces shaping organizations are the centralization of information due to technology and the 
decentralization of capability to the operational level.  A balance of centralization and decentralization is needed 
to guide activity and encourage initiative and innovation.  At government levels this means that activities should 
be directed more toward defining overall directions, providing capacity-building resources, and analyzing results 
using meaningful indicators. State Education Departments, for example, should be organized around “problems to 
be solved”, rather than regulative or narrow programmatic functions. Decentralized to the school district or school 
level should be responsibilities for the focus and content of the educational program, design of the instructional 
organization, determining staffing patterns, determination of expenditure priorities, and the development and 
evaluation of programs and priorities to address  problems and priorities.  The intent is to avoid separation of 
decision-making and implementation. 
 

 What is needed is the flexibility of operating units to invent, adapt and change to local conditions. If local schools 
are to be held accountable for outcomes they must have real authority for policymaking and implementing local 
decisions.  Talking about holding schools accountable is useless until schools have the authority structures to be 
accountable. 
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Parent / Community / Stakeholder Engagement 
 

Introduction:  
 

If the system of education is to be successful, every aspect 
of the system must function in tandem with all the other 
parts.  When any one of the system parts is missing or out 
of sync, the entire system falters.  When educational 
systems are able to engage all the elements that affect 
student outcomes - - including families -- they will provide 
greater support to all students.   
 

In 2005, as part of an effort to foster greater understanding 
of the processes that foster meaningful family engagement, 
SEDL and the National Center for Family and Community 
Connections with Schools researched effective family 
involvement programs drawn from over 1,000 documents 
(Ferguson, 2008).  This framework identifies the following 
common characteristics and actions found in effective 
programs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Graphic I 
SEDL Framework for Effective Family and Community 

Connections with Schools 
 

Characteristics 
 

Relationships among family, community members, and 
school staff that foster trust and collaboration 
 

Recognition of families’ needs, class, and cultural 
differences that encourage greater understanding and 
respect among all involved 
 

Involvement of all stakeholders in shared partnerships and 
mutual responsibility that supports student learning. 

 
 

Actions 
 

Prepare all those involved, school staff and families, to 
support learning and participate in family-school 
partnerships that encourage meaningful engagement 
 

Focus on meaningful outcomes and purposes that relate 
directly to learning expectations for students 
 

Advocate an inclusive educational culture that involves all 
stakeholders in supporting students in their academic 
pursuits 
 

Taking a long-range view of the studies, we found that the 
new studies do fit well within the framework while also 
providing deeper insights into the characteristics and 
actions that support effective school-family connections as 
described below. 
 

Sense of Welcome 
  

When school-family partnerships are characterized by a 
sense of welcome, they foster relationships between 
educators and non-educators that allow all involved to 
discover that each family member, no matter the 
background or ability, to support a child’s education in 
meaningful ways. 
 

Misconceptions among Stakeholders 
 

Effective efforts to engage families use strategies that reveal 
and confront misconceptions that blind both school staff 
and families to the roles families can play in ensuring that 
all children reach their full potential academically, 
emotionally, physically, and socially. 
 

Use of Issues Related to Resources 
 

As all those involved target their resources and identify 
additional resources to support student learning, they will 
increase involvement and create opportunities for effective 
engagement of family members. 
 

Home Context and Student 
Performance 
 

Effective school-family connections prepare educators and 
non-educators to engage in two-way partnerships that 
uncover contextual barriers to purposeful family 
involvement while simultaneously creating opportunities to 
encourage and maintain family support for student 
learning. 
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Program Structures 
 

Structures that effectively support school-family 
connections avoid isolated family involvement events by 
adopting a systemic approach to preparing both educators 
and non-educators to take on roles that ensure that the 
academic, emotional, physical, and social needs of all 
students are met.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Roles of Those Involved in School-
Family Connections 
 

By building the self-efficacy of those involved in these 
efforts for the roles they need to take on, effective school-
family programs create a ground swell of support to meet 
student needs as well as create the foundation for long-
term, systemic improvements. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Correlation to Common Characteristics And 
  

T r e n d s A c r o s s S t u d i e s 
C h a r a c t e r i s t i c 
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S e n s e o f W e l c o m e 
Creating a welcoming environment that fosters family-school relationships and 
transcends context, culture, and language 

      

 
M i s c o n c e p t i o n s A m o n g S t a k e h o l d e r s 
Identifying misconceptions that teachers and families hold about the 
motivation, practices, or beliefs of each other that lead to mistrust 

      

 
U s e o f a n d I s s u e s R e l a t e d t o R e s o u r c e s 
Directing resources and programmatic efforts to help families adopt effective strategies 
to support student learning 

      

 
H o m e C o n t e x t a n d S t u d e n t P e r f o r m a n c e 
Understanding the effect of home context on student performance—home culture, 
parenting practices, home crises, or significant events 

      

 
P r o g r a m S t r u c t u r e s 
Creating structures—policy, leadership, procedures, processes, and aligned 
resources—that encourage family involvement 

      

R o l e s o f T h o s e I n v o l v e d i n S c h o o l - F a m i l y C o n n e c t i o n s Understanding 
the effect of beliefs, self-efficacy, knowledge, perceived abilities, and previous experience 
on the roles that families construct and actualize through words and activities to 
support their children’s education 
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Recommendations: 
 
1. Districts should direct resources and programmatic 
efforts to help families adopt effective strategies to support 
student learning by: 

 

a. Developing leaders - educators and non-educators   
who help focus the work and gather resources. 

 

b. Building infrastructure that frames and supports 
family involvement efforts. 

 

c. Implementing continuous cycle of recruiting and 
retention. 

 

d. Gathering family reactions and perspectives. 
 

e. Integrating a variety of outreach strategies. 
 

2. Create structures, policy, leadership, procedures, 
processes, and aligned resources that encourage family 
involvement. 
 
3. Promote an understanding of the effect that beliefs, 
self-efficacy, knowledge, and perceived abilities have on 
families to help them create and act through words and 
activities to support their children’s education. 
 
 

4.  Create in each community a mechanism and structure 
to care for and support children in the community.  The 
system should be seamless from the point of view of children 
and families. 
 
5. Give parents should choices for educating their 
children.  Each parent should be encouraged to make choices 
for his/her child at various stages of the child’s education. 
 
6. Make sure the community works with all families 
from the birth of each child in order to communicate the 
family role in producing literate children by grade 3. 
 
7. Give parents opportunities for continuing education 
so that they understand the role of high expectations and effort 
in producing educated students. 
 
Resource:  The School-Family Connection: 
Looking at the Larger Picture A Review of Current 
Literature, Review Prepared by Chris Ferguson, 
Program Associate with contributions from Manica 
Ramos, Zena Rudo, and Lacy Wood, June 16, 2008, 
National Center for Family and Community 
Connections with Schools 

 
  



4 
 

OTHER CHAPTERS in the NEXTED Report 

 

Complex Problems 

Raise the Bar 

Make It Personal 

Make It Personal By Design 

Boost Quality – Human Capital 

Reform Leadership 

Offer More Options and Choices 

Retool Assessments and Accountability 

Early Childhood 

Leverage Technology 

Continue Transformation 

 

 

 

The original report and the related Background Papers can be 
found and downloaded from the NEXTED web site. 

 

http://www.ctnexted.org  
 
 
 

http://www.ctnexted.org/
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