
 

IntroductionA 
 

Connecticut operates a number of school choice programs, including magnet schools, 

technical high schools, vocational agricultural centers, charter schools, endowed private 

schools,B designated high schools,C and the Open Choice program.1,2 This policy brief 

focuses solely on the Open Choice program and discusses its objectives, history, 

administration, and funding. 

 

Open Choice is a program in which Connecticut students can attend schools in local 

public school districts outside the community in which they reside. Connecticut’s statutes 

currently allow for districts in the Hartford, Bridgeport, New Haven, and New London areas 

to send and receive students from participating districts in their respective regions.3,D 

 

Overseen by the Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE), the primary 

purpose of the Open Choice program is to reduce racial, ethnic, and economic isolation 

for students in Connecticut’s local public schools.4 Additionally, the Open Choice 

program’s objectives include improving academic achievement and providing a choice 

of educational programs.5 

 

Through the Open Choice program, receiving districts elect to offer seats to students from 

statutorily designated sending districts. The Regional Educational Service Center (RESC) 

that represents the district with available Open Choice seats determines the eligibility 

and the feasibility for that district to receive Open Choice students.6 The State provides a 

financial incentive to local and regional boards of education that elect to receive 

students through the Open Choice program.7  

 

In fiscal year 2024, 47 local school districts and more than 2,800 students participated in 

the Open Choice program.8 

 

 

                                                            
A Originally published in May 2018 and updated in January 2022, this policy briefing has been updated 

again to reflect statutory changes and new information and data. 
B Connecticut has three endowed academies currently in operation (Gilbert School, Norwich Free Academy, 

and Woodstock Academy). With state approval, an endowed academy may serve as a town’s public high 

school with the sending town’s board of education paying the tuition costs for its students to attend the 

academy. 

Conn. Gen. Statutes ch. 164, § 10-34. 

Sullivan, M. (2016). Models of Public High School Education in Connecticut (2016-R-0155). Hartford, CT: 

Connecticut General Assembly, Office of Legislative Research. Retrieved from https://www.cga.ct.gov/ 

2016/rpt/pdf/2016-R-0155.pdf. 
C “Designated high schools” are high schools that a Connecticut local public school district allows its high 

school age students to attend if the district does not maintain a high school. The sending district’s board of 

education pays the tuition costs for their resident students attending the designated high schools. 

Conn. Gen. Statutes ch. 164, § 10-33. 
D For the Open Choice program, a district’s “region” refers to its respective Regional Educational Service 

Center (RESC). Connecticut is divided into six RESCs that are outlined at http://www.crec.org/docs/7056/ 

Map_with_logos_2017.pdf. 
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Program History 
 

The origin of the Open Choice program can be traced back to 1966 when Connecticut 

implemented an interdistrict choice program called Project Concern.9 Project Concern 

developed out of growing awareness of racial imbalances and concentrated poverty 

between Connecticut’s suburban towns and its cities.10 Under Project Concern, a group 

of randomly selected students from Hartford Public Schools were sent to suburban school 

districts that volunteered to participate in the program. These school districts were  Bolton, 

Farmington, Glastonbury, Plainville, and Simsbury.11  

 

Initially, this effort was met with strong opposition from local officials in most surrounding 

suburban towns who were concerned the program would infringe on local autonomy 

and questioned the effects Hartford students would have on their schools.12 Eventually, 

these districts volunteered to receive students from Hartford.13 The progress of the 

students participating in the program was tracked extensively. Robert Crain, sociologist 

and lead researcher of Project Concern, reported that Hartford students who attended 

suburban schools were less likely to drop out of school and were more likely to socialize 

with people of other races.14 These initial successes led to 10 additional suburban districtsE 

participating in the program.15 

 

Between 1966-1969, approximately eight percent of Hartford students participated in the 

experimental phase of Project Concern. However, in 1993, the plaintiffs in the 

Connecticut Supreme Court case Sheff v. O’Neill, which concerned racial segregation 

in public schools in the Hartford area, argued the program did not do enough to reduce 

racial segregation.16 In 1996, the Court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs finding Hartford’s 

public schools racially segregated and in violation of the Connecticut Constitution’s anti-

segregation provision.17 The Court ordered the State of Connecticut to take remedial 

measures but deferred to the Connecticut General Assembly to develop a constitutional 

remedy.18 

 

In response to the Court’s 1996 ruling in Sheff v. O’Neill, the General Assembly passed 

Conn. Acts 97-290, which formally established the current Open Choice program and 

included provisions for the creation of magnet schools and the construction of additional 

public charter schools.19 

 

 

Program Eligibility and Student Participation  
 

The Open Choice program is available to students living in the Bridgeport, Hartford, New 

Haven, and New LondonF regions. Students living in these areas may attend school in a 

participating suburban town in their respective region, and suburban students can elect 

to attend a school in one of the four identified cities.20 During the 2022-23 school year, a 

                                                            
E The 10 additional districts were Avon, Canton, East Hartford, Granby, Manchester, Newington, South 

Windsor, West Hartford, Wethersfield, and Windsor. 
F Although allowed by state statute, no New London area students currently participate in the Open Choice 

program. 

Conn. Gen. Statutes ch. 172, § 10-266aa. 
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one-year pilot program opened seats for 50 DanburyG and 50 students Norwalk studentsH 

to participate in the Open Choice program.21 Participants in the Open Choice pilot 

program had to be enrolled in the 2022-23 school year but are permitted to participate 

until they graduate from high school. The pilot program was expanded in 2024 to include 

50 slots for students who reside in Darien, New Canaan, Wilton, Weston, and Westport 

beginning in the 2024-25 school year.22 

 

There are enrollment restrictions, however, in several geographic areas to reduce 

segregation. The proportion of non-racial minorityI students from Bridgeport, Hartford, 

New Haven, and New London attending school in another district may not exceed the 

proportion of non-racial minority students attending school in the sending districts.23,J If 

the proportion of non-racial minority students in a sending district decreases, the 

commissioner of the CSDE has the authority to withhold state grants.24  

 

Once admitted into the Open Choice program, students must be allowed to continue 

their education in the receiving district until they graduate high school, including students 

from Danbury and Norwalk participating in the pilot program. In addition, students 

participating in the Open Choice program are considered residents of the towns in which 

they attend school for statewide mastery testing.25  

 

Receiving districts are empowered to determine whether they will participate in the 

Open Choice program and how many seats they will make available.26 If student 

demand for participation in the program exceeds available seats, the RESCs operate 

regional lotteries to determine participation.27,K Lotteries are weighted to preserve or 

increase racial, ethic, and economic diversity among the participating districts.28 

Additionally, in all lotteries, priority is given to students who have siblings in the program, 

and to students who would otherwise attend a school that has lost its accreditation by 

the New England Association of Schools and Colleges or a school that has been 

identified under the definitions of the federal No Child Left Behind Act as in need of 

improvement.29,L Furthermore, a student in the same region as a Priority School District 

                                                            
G Students participating from Danbury may attend schools in Bethel, Brookfield, New Fairfield, Redding, and 

Ridgefield. 
H Students participating from Norwalk may attend schools in Darien, New Canaan, Weston, Westport, and 

Wilton. 
I For the Open Choice program, “racial minorities” are statutorily defined as “those whose race is defined as 

other than white, or whose ethnicity is defined as Hispanic or Latino by the federal Office of Management 

and Budget for use by the Bureau of Census of the United States Department of Commerce.” 

Conn. Gen. Statutes ch. 172, § 10-266aa. 

Conn. Gen. Statutes ch. 172, § 10-226a. 
J “Receiving district” refers to any school district that accepts students participating in the Open Choice 

program. “Sending district” refers to any district that sends students it would legally be responsible for 

educating to another district. 

Conn. Gen. Statutes ch. 172, § 10-266aa. 
K In the Hartford region, Open Choice selection is included in the Regional School Choice Office lottery, 

operated by the CSDE, which also includes all magnet schools operating to further the goals of the Sheff v. 

O’Neill stipulated agreements and permanent injunction. 

Conn. Gen. Statutes ch. 172, § 10-266aa. 
L The federal No Child Left Behind Act was replaced in 2015 by the Every Student Succeeds Act, however, 

the relevant Connecticut General Statute (Conn. Gen. Statutes ch. 172, § 10-266aa) has not been updated 

and currently references the No Child Left Behind Act. 
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may attend a school in the Priority School District, provided the student’s attendance 

does not increase the racial, ethnic, and economic segregation of the Priority School 

District.30 

 

 

Program Administration  
 

The CSDE administers the Open Choice grant program, and provides administrative 

support to RESCs to facilitate their oversight of the Open Choice program.31 State statute 

allows RESCs to determine the feasibility of participation for a given district in its region, 

and to consider available transportation options, funding, and available seats when 

making this determination. RESCs also place Open Choice students in receiving districts 

and oversee the placement lotteries when there are more student applications to the 

program than there are available seats.32  

 

 

Process of District Participation  
 

Connecticut statutes only allow for districts in the Bridgeport, Hartford, New Haven, and 

New London regions, as well as the pilot program for Danbury and Norwalk, to participate 

in the Open Choice program. 33 There are no further provisions that allow for additional 

regions to participate. 

 

As of March 2023, there were 47 school districts participating in the Open Choice 

program.34 If a district elects to receive students through the Open Choice program, the 

district must determine the number of available seats it has available for participating 

students. Connecticut’s statutes do not specify who in a district is responsible for deciding 

whether or not to receive students through the Open Choice program, nor do the state 

statutes explicitly require approval from the receiving district’s local or regional board of 

education.35 

 

Available seats are reported to the RESC to which the receiving district belongs. The RESC 

determines which districts are close enough to the sending district to receive students 

through the Open Choice program, and whether or not there are sufficient transportation 

funds in place to transport students from the sending district.36 RESCs have the authority 

to approve new districts to receive students through the Open Choice program, with 

consideration to available transportation options, which are largely funded through per-

student state grants.37  

 

 

Funding 
 

The CSDE distributes Open Choice grants on a tiered, per-student basis to the local or 

regional boards of education that receive students through the Open Choice program. 

The grant amount is determined based on the percentage of Open Choice students in 

the receiving district’s total enrollment, and the per-student grant amount increases as 

the percentage of Open Choice students in the receiving district increases.38 

                                                            
Every Student Succeeds Act, Pub. L. No. 114-95, 129 Stat. 1802 (2015). 
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During the 2023 legislative session, funding for the Open Choice program was reduced 

to reflect enrollment changes.39 However, suburban districts within the Sheff region 

received an additional $2,000 per student to encourage greater Open Choice 

participation.40 Beginning in FY 2023, the CSDE provided a $4,000 per-student grant to 

each district receiving Danbury or Norwalk students. For FY 2024 and each year after, the 

CSDE will provide receiving districts with funding based on the Open Choice program’s 

per-student grant structure outlined in statute.41 

 

For the purpose of calculating the Education Cost Sharing (ECS) grant, sending and 

receiving school districts split the ECS allocation for each student participating in the 

Open Choice program. This is achieved by decreasing the aggregate resident student 

count by one half of a student for the sending district, and increasing the aggregate 

resident student count by one half of a student for the receiving district. This is done for 

each Open Choice student.42 Figure 1 below details the funding tiers for the per-student 

grants based off Open Choice enrollment percentages. 

 

Figure 143 
 

Open Choice Enrollment Percentage and  

Corresponding Grant Amounts Per Student 
Percent of Receiving District’s Total 

Enrollment Who are Open Choice 

Participants 

Per-Student Grant Amount to District 

Receiving Open Choice Students 

Less than 2% $3,000 

2% to less than 3% $4,000 

3% to less than 4% $6,000 

Greater than 4% $8,000 

 

 

Additionally, beyond the base grant amounts, a district with a total enrollment of more 

than 4,000 students can receive a $6,000 per-student allocation for a given year if the 

district has increased its Open Choice enrollment by more than 50 percent over the 

previous fiscal year.44 This $6,000 per-student grant is a one-time incentive and districts do 

not receive the additional funding in the following year unless they again increase their 

seat allocation.45 

 

Within available appropriations, the total amount of money received by a district 

receiving students through the Open Choice program is the per-student grant amount 

based on enrollment, multiplied by the district’s number of Open Choice students, plus 

an additional per-student entitlement if the district has at least 10 Open Choice students 

in a given school.46 The additional entitlement is derived from the total appropriation for 

the Open Choice program, which is then distributed proportionally on a per-student 

basis. In FY 2018, this appropriation was $500,000, and it is codified at $500,000 within 

available appropriations.47 Additionally, Hartford is eligible to receive additional grants 

from the CSDE for the purposes of allowing Hartford students to participate in Open 

Choice preschool and all-day kindergarten programs.48  
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Furthermore, sending districts are responsible for additional costs associated with Open 

Choice students’ special education services. Specifically, the sending district is 

responsible for the difference between the reasonable cost of special education and 

the Open Choice grant amount.49 

 

The State of Connecticut also provides grants on a per-student basis for the purposes of 

funding transportation costs for Open Choice students. Per statute, all RESCs except for 

the Capitol Region Education Council (CREC) receive $1,300 per student for transporting 

Open Choice students. CREC receives $2,000 per student for student transportation in 

support of the Sheff v. O’Neill stipulated agreements and permanent injunction.50 Under 

the Sheff v. O’Neill agreements, CREC is also eligible to receive supplemental grants 

within available appropriations.51
 

 



  7 

 

Appendix 
 

The graph below details the total appropriation to the Open Choice program by fiscal 

year. The appropriation is the sum of the per-student incentive grants allocated to the 

participating districts and the allocations to the RESCs. There are no ECS funds included 

in this grant. 

 

Figure 252 
 

Total Open Choice Grant Appropriation and 

Statewide Open Choice Enrollment by Fiscal YearM 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
M In FY 2020, Sheff transportation funding was removed from the Open Choice line item and transferred to 

the Sheff Transportation line item. This is why the appropriation significantly declined from FY 2019 to FY 

2020.  
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