
 
Introduction 
 

Over the past 10 years, the needs of Connecticut students have changed significantly. 
While the overall enrollment of Connecticut’s public schools has decreased by 
approximately 48,663 students, the needs of the state’s students have increased.1  
 
During the 2022-23 school year, 41 percent of Connecticut students in local and regional 
school districts qualified for free or reduced-price lunch, an indicator for economically 
disadvantaged students, compared to 37 percent for the 2013-14 school year.2 
Meanwhile, the percentage of Connecticut students who are English Learners also 
remained steady at 10 percent from 2013-14 to 2022-23.3 It is important to note these 
changes should be placed in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, which resulted in 
significant enrollment changes.A  
 
In Connecticut, increases in student need are not equal across school districts. Large, 
urban districts tend to educate the highest number of students with high needs and have 
student populations composed of the greatest percentages of economically 
disadvantaged students, English Learners, and students with disabilities. These districts 
also tend to have larger percentages of BIPOCB students. However, the districts serving 
these students often do not receive funding that reflects the needs of their student 
populations. This inequity occurs due to the varying ability of communities in Connecticut 
to pay for their local education costs.4 
 
Ultimately, this has resulted in a mismatch between district needs and district resources, 
with districts that serve larger populations of higher-need students receiving less funding 
than their lower-need peers. Additionally, Connecticut’s higher-need, lower-wealth 
districts tend to serve more BIPOC students than the state’s lower-need, higher-wealth 
districts, contributing to a significant racial funding disparity in Connecticut education. 
 
This policy briefing examines this mismatch between student needs and per-student 
spending in Connecticut, and highlights the importance of a student-based funding 
model to ensure all students have the resources they need to succeed, regardless of 
where they are educated. 
                                                       
A Between the 2019-20 to the 2020-21 school year, three percent fewer students enrolled in Connecticut 
local and regional public schools — a significant acceleration in enrollment declines when compared to 
prior years. Though local public school enrollment recovered by 0.1 percent between the 2020-21 and 
2022-23 school years, enrollment remains low compared to prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
B The School and State Finance Project uses BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) to refer to 
individuals who self-identify as American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian; Black or African American; 
Hispanic/Latino of any race; Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander; or two or more races. Individual 
demographic categories and data used in this report come from the Connecticut State Department of 
Education. The acronym BIPOC is used in an effort to be as inclusive, succinct, and accurate as possible 
when using racial and ethnic demographics in our work. However, we know no single acronym, identifier, 
or label can accurately define an individual or fully encompass the rich diversity of cultures, heritages, and 
backgrounds represented in the demographic data we use. For questions or comments about the 
demographic terms we use, please contact us at info@schoolstatefinance.org. 
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Key Takeaways 
 

• While Connecticut’s local public school enrollment has decreased by 
approximately 48,663 students over the past 10 years, the needs of students have 
increased. 
 

• There is a significant mismatch between district needs and district resources 
available to educate students.  

o The amount of resources districts have to educate students is not aligned 
to the needs of students or the ability for districts to pay for their local 
schools through local property tax revenue. 

o Districts with more needs generally have less resources to educate their 
students.  
 

• Districts with the highest needs are both under-resourced and generally have the 
lowest student achievement levels.  
 

• Districts that serve the highest percentages of BIPOC students also serve the 
highest percentages of high-need students. 

 
• Districts with higher levels of student need are spending less per student than 

districts with lower needs students.  
 

• While the largest cities in the state have the highest number of students with 
disabilities, smaller, rural districts have the highest percentages.  
 

• The legislature should fully fund the Education Cost Sharing (ECS) formula and 
implement equitable education funding across Connecticut’s public schools of 
choice to help meet the needs of Connecticut’s highest-needs students. 

 
• Equity and data-focused policies should be implemented to help improve the 

way the state funds its schools and serves its public school students. 
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Student Need Demographics 
 
Definition of Need 
For the purpose of this policy briefing, student need is defined at the district level as the 
percent of students classified as having at least one of the following types of needs: 
 

• Economically disadvantaged students, as determined by qualifying for free or 
reduced-price lunch (FRPL) 

• English Learners (ELs) 
• Students with disabilities who are receiving special education services 

 
While additional measures of need exist, these three data points were selected because 
they have been used at one time or another in calculating state education aid to 
municipalities, and are publicly available from the Connecticut State Department of 
Education (CSDE). Furthermore, research has shown that students in the above 
categories require funding at higher levels than their non-need peers to achieve at similar 
levels to their non-need peers.C 
 
High-Needs Students 
The CSDE provides a count of “high-needs students” per district. This measure counts 
each unique student that fits into one or more of the need groups mentioned above. 
While these students are located throughout the state, high-needs students are 
concentrated in urban communities that are majority BIPOC. Connecticut’s high-needs 
are also concentrated in areas where property values are among the lowest in the state 
and, as a result, towns are limited in their ability to raise more money through property 
taxes to fund their local schools. 
 
Map 1 on the following page displays the number and percentage of students classified 
as high-needs by district. In the 2022-23 school year, New London, Bridgeport, and 
Hartford had the highest percentages of high-needs students, while Bridgeport, 
Waterbury, and New Haven served the highest number of high-needs students.5 These 
districts are all urban districts that have been identified as Opportunity Districts — districts 
that have the 10 lowest Accountability IndexD scores in the state.6 
 
                                                       
C Duncombe & Yinger (2005) note: “Both scholars and policy makers have recognized that it costs more to 
achieve any given level of student performance when the students are disadvantaged than when they 
are not” (p.513). For English Learners, Gándara & Rumburger (2008) conclude “English Learners and other 
linguistic minority students, do require additional resources, above and beyond those of all other students” 
(p. 145). 
Duncombe, W.D., & Yinger, J. (2005). How Much More Does a Disadvantaged Student Cost? Economics of 
Education Review, 24(5), 513-532. 
Gándara, P., & Rumberger, R.W. (2008). Defining an Adequate Education for English Learners. Education 
Finance and Policy, 3(1), 130-148. 
D Connecticut’s Next Generation Accountability System is a set of 12 indicators used by the Connecticut 
State Department of Education to evaluate how well a district is preparing its students for success in 
college, careers, and life. A district’s Accountability Index score is the product of how it is performing 
according the Accountability System’s 12 indicators. For more information, please visit 
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Performance/Performance-and-Accountability/Next-Generation-Accountability-
System. 



 

 

4 

Map 1: Number and Percentage of High Needs Students per District, 
2022-23 School Year 
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Students Eligible for Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 
As stated above, students in Connecticut’s large, urban districts tend to serve the highest 
percentage and number of economically disadvantaged students as measured by FRPL 
qualification. Map 2 below indicates the number and percentage of students eligible for 
FRPL by district.  
 
The larger the bubble, the more students eligible for FRPL a district serves. The darker 
shade of blue of the bubble, the higher the percentage of students eligible for FRPL. Any 
district labeled on the map has more than 7,000 students eligible for FRPL, or more than 
70 percent of the district’s student population is eligible for FRPL. Cities such as New 
London, Bridgeport, and Hartford have the largest percentages of students eligible for 
FRPL. while Bridgeport, Waterbury, and New Haven serve the highest number of students 
eligible for FRPL.7 
 
 

Map 2: Number and Percentage of Students Eligible for FRPL per District, 
2022-23 School Year 
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English Learners 
A large portion of English Learner students, much like high-needs students and FRPL-
eligible students, are also concentrated in Connecticut’s urban districts. Map 3 below 
displays the number and percentage of students, per district, who are identified as English 
Learners. Districts labeled on the map serve more than 2,000 English Learner students or 
have English Learner student populations greater than 25 percent of the district’s total 
enrollment.8 
 
As seen on the map, the size of the bubble indicates the number of English Learner 
students, while darker shades indicate higher percentages of English Learner students. 
Danbury, Windham, and New London have the highest percentages of students who are 
English Learners, while Bridgeport, Danbury, and Hartford serve the largest number of 
English Learner students. 
 
 

Map 3: Number and Percentage of English Learners per District, 
2023-23 School Year 
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Students with Disabilities 
While there are higher concentrations of students with disabilities in the largest cities 
across the state, unlike the previous three sections, districts with the highest percentages 
of students requiring special education services are generally smaller and more rural in 
nature. Map 4 below displays the number and percentage of students with disabilities 
per district. Districts labeled on the map are those that have either more than 2,000 
students with disabilities or those that have more than 25 percent of their student 
population identified as students with disabilities.9 
 
There is a notable difference between this measure of student need and the others 
discussed in this report. Hampton, Norfolk, and Regional School District 7 have the highest 
percentages of students with disabilities, while New Haven, Bridgeport, and Waterbury 
serve the largest number of these students.10 
 
 

Map 4: Number and Percentage of Students with Disabilities per District, 
2022-23 School Year 
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High-Needs Students and BIPOC Communities 
There is a significant relationship between districts serving the highest-need students 
having the least resources, and between the percentage of BIPOC students a district 
serves and the percentage of high-needs students the district serves. Schools that serve 
the highest percentages of BIPOC students also serve the highest percentages of high-
need students. This disparity between resources and student needs results in a significant 
racial funding gap, which is discussed later in this policy briefing. In Chart 1 below, 
highlighted in green, are districts serving student populations where more than 75 percent 
of the students are BIPOC.11 
 
 

Chart 1: Relationship Between Percentage of District’s High-Needs Students  
and Percentage of District’s BIPOC Students, 

2022-23 School Year 
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Funding Disparities 
 
Town Wealth 
In Connecticut, the majority of education funding (59 percent) comes from local 
property tax revenue.12 However, across Connecticut, the value of taxable property and 
community wealth varies widely from municipality to municipality.13 As a result, even 
neighboring school districts can have vastly different budgets. In Connecticut, many 
districts with the highest-need students have some of the lowest amounts of taxable 
property per resident and some of the highest property tax rates, which make it difficult 
to raise revenue to fund the community’s local public schools.E 
 
Impact of Funding and Need Mismatch 
Due to this mismatch between funding and needs, districts with higher-need students 
spend less per student than districts serving lower-need student populations. Chart 2 
below highlights districts that spend more than $30,000 per student, displayed in orange, 
or have more than 75 percent of their students classified as high-needs, displayed in 
green. All but one district has more than 75 percent of its students classified as high-needs 
and spends more than $20,000 per student.14,15 It is important to note per-student 
spending amounts reflect increased funding to school districts in the form of one-time 
COVID-relief aid from the federal government.F 

 
Chart 2: Relationship Between District Per-Student Spending 

and Percentage of High-Needs Students,  
2020-21 School Year 

 
 

 
  

                                                       
E To learn more about how Connecticut’s property tax system impacts education funding, please visit 
https://schoolstatefinance.org/issues/property-taxes 
F For more on federal COVID-relief aid, please visit https://schoolstatefinance.org/issues/esser-funding.  
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Per-Student Spending vs. Economically Disadvantaged Student Population 
Districts that serve a high percentage of students who qualify for FRPL spend less per 
student than districts that serve populations with lower percentages of FRPL-eligible 
students. Chart 3 below highlights districts that spend more than $28,000 per student 
(orange) and districts with more than 72 percent of students eligible for FRPL (green). All 
districts with more than 72 percent of students eligible for FRPL spend less than $20,000 
per student.16,17 
 
In recent years, FRPL percentages in the neediest districts are suspected to be artificially 
low due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which presented difficulties in identifying students 
and allowed for qualifying districts to provide all students with free or reduced-price 
meals through the federal Community Eligibility Provision.G 
 
 

Chart 3: Relationship Between District Per-Student Spending 
and Percentage of Students Eligible for FRPL, 

2020-21 School Year 

 
 

 
  

                                                       
G Under the federal Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) allows 
all students to receive no-cost meals if their school or district qualifies and participates, and eliminates the 
need to collect individual household applications for FRPL. To qualify for CEP, at least 40 percent of a 
school or district’s enrollment must be identified as eligible for FRPL via direct certification. 
Connecticut State Department of Education. (n.d.). Community Eligibility Provision (CEP). Retrieved from 
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Community-Eligibility-Provision. 
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Per-Student Spending vs. English Learner Population 
Districts that serve the highest percentages of students identified as English Learners 
spend less per student than districts that serve lower percentages of English Learner 
students. Chart 4 below highlights districts that spend over $28,000 per student (orange) 
and those with more than 18 percent of students identified as English Learner students 
(green). Four out of five districts that have more than 18 percent of students identified as 
English Learners spend less than $20,000 per student.18,19 
 
 

Chart 4: Relationship Between District Per-Student Spending 
and Percentage of English Learner Students, 

2020-21 School Year 
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Per-Student Spending vs. Students with Disabilities Population 
There is no statistically significant link between per-student spending and the percentage 
of students identified as requiring special education services in a district. Unlike FRPL-
eligible students and English Learners, students with disabilities are spread more evenly 
across the state, with smaller districts often having higher percentages of students 
needing special education services. In Chart 5 below, districts labeled in red have per-
student expenditures that exceed $26,000 and populations of students with disabilities 
greater than 15.5 percent of their total student populations.20,21 
 
 

Chart 5: Relationship Between District Per-Student Spending 
and Percentage of Students with Disabilities, 

2020-21 School Year 
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Recommendations 
 

To address the inequitable relationship between student need and education spending 
in Connecticut, policymakers should consider the following recommendations to ensure 
that students are supported with the resources they need, no matter where they go to 
school. 
 
Fully Fund Education Cost Sharing (ECS) Formula and Extend Weighted Student 
Funding to All Students 
In 2019, Connecticut began implementing the 10-year phase-in of the Education Cost 
Sharing (ECS) formula, which allocates state education funding to municipalities based 
on the needs of their students and the municipality’s ability to fund its local schools. 
School districts that have been historically underfunded are scheduled to receive their 
fully funded amount, according to the ECS formula, in fiscal year 2028, which means 
these districts will continue to be underfunded until then.  
 
Along with having to wait until FY 2028 for full funding, districts are also facing a severe 
“fiscal cliff” when one-time federal COVID-relief funds expire in September 2024. Without 
additional state funding to help them face this fiscal shortfall, school districts will be forced 
to either cut student programs and lay off teachers and staff, or taxpayers and towns will 
be burdened by property tax increases to help fund those essential positions and student 
resources. 
 
If Connecticut were to fully fund the ECS formula beginning when the federal relief funds 
expire, districts would be able to offset part of the fiscal cliff and the mismatch between 
student needs and resources described in this policy brief would be addressed. 
Additionally, Connecticut should extend the student-need weights of the ECS formula to 
all public school students, including those attending public schools of choice like 
interdistrict magnet schools, state charter schools, and AgriScience programs. Extending 
the formula’s weights to all public school types would ensure students with additional 
learning needs receive the additional support they need no matter what type of public 
school they attend.  
 
Study Actual Cost of Educating High-Needs Students 
The needs of students across the state vary, and in order to ensure students are 
supported, the State should conduct a study to understand the costs associated with 
meeting those needs. As outlined in this policy briefing, Connecticut’s highest-need 
districts are not receiving the necessary funding to support the needs of their students, 
especially compared to districts with lower-need students. 
 
In order to best understand the reason this is occurring, the State should invest in an in-
depth research study and analysis of what it costs to educate the average student, and 
what it would cost to educate students with additional learning needs. Currently, the ECS 
formula has student-need weights that provide additional support to districts educating 
economically disadvantaged students and English Learners. While an analysis of the 
special education funding system is similarly necessary, this analysis should occur within 
an overall understanding of the cost of educating students in the state, and the current 
lack of connection between the amount spent and what’s needed. By investing in this 
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research, the State can gain greater insight into the actual cost of educating students 
based on their needs and can then enact policies to support them. 
 
Create Equity-Focused and Data-Driven Policies to Close Opportunity Gap 
In order to provide continued supports to Connecticut’s highest-need students, and 
invest in the success of all students, the State should consistently examine current policies 
and practices to determine the level of equity and success in outcomes, and seek to 
enact policies that will close the state’s large opportunity gap. There are currently many 
policies in place that hinder closing the opportunity gap for students, plaguing a state 
touted as having one of the best education systems in the country. Through the creation 
of equity-focused and data-driven policies, Connecticut could close funding gaps by 
hundreds of millions of dollars, providing greater opportunity for the state’s highest-need 
students.  
 
Some potential areas where Connecticut can begin to utilize equity and data-focused 
policies are: 
 

• Racial Funding Gap 
o There continues to be a disparity in Connecticut education funding 

between districts serving predominantly BIPOC students and districts serving 
mostly white students. Currently, there is an approximately $700 million 
funding gap between predominately BIPOC districts and predominately 
white districts. Policymakers should examine what policies are in place that 
exacerbate this disparity to understand how best to ensure all students 
have the resources they need. 

 
• Special Education Funding 

o As detailed in this briefing, districts are not receiving appropriate funding to 
provide the supports necessary for students with disabilities. The General 
Assembly must examine the relationship between special education 
funding and the ECS formula to ensure these students are supported 
effectively.  

 
• Role of Property Taxes in Education Funding 

o Property tax revenue are a major component Connecticut education 
funding. As stated earlier, a district’s ability to invest in its students is 
significantly impacted by the amount of taxable property in the district. An 
examination of the role of property taxes in education funding, and how to 
mitigate the inequities caused by the current system, is another important 
area the State should undertake.   

 
• Turnaround Programs 

o While there is a need for programs for districts that require extra support to 
ensure all students are college and career ready, an examination of 
Connecticut’s turnaround programs should be conducted to ensure the 
State is identifying districts appropriately, investing in research-based 
interventions, and providing the support districts need. Policymakers should 
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identify best practices in other states and implement policies that will 
provide funding to support districts that are required to provide more 
programming in support of students.  

 
• English Learner Funding 

o Currently, there are two primary ways districts receive funding for English 
Learner students: the English Learner weight in the ECS formula and the 
state’s Bilingual Education Program grant. The funding generated by the 
English Learner weight in the ECS formula is not required to be spent on 
English Learner education, and the Bilingual Education Program grant is 
focused on a single program model and provides a minimal amount of 
funding (less than $5 million per year statewide). Both are limited in scope 
and do not meet the needs of English Learner students in the state. There is 
a need for policymakers to implement equity-focused and data-driven 
policies to support English Learner students throughout the state. 

 
• Housing Policies 

o While housing is not directly under education, where a student lives is, 
unfortunately, a significant factor in the quality of education they receive 
the resources and opportunities that are available to them. For generations, 
housing policies in Connecticut have led to many of the education 
inequities currently facing the state. State policymakers should examine the 
impacts of these historical inequities and implement policies to ensure 
housing policies no longer prohibit families’ equal access to educational 
opportunities. 
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