STATE OF CONNECTICUT
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

Hartford Public Schools Action to Address District Needs
April 2026

The Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE) formed the Hartford Public Schools
Accountability and Support Team (AST) in July 2025 to: (a) ensure Harford Public Schools
implements the recommendations identified by Public Works and New Solutions K12; (b)
deliver technical assistance and coordination of supports to Hartford Public Schools (HPS) on a
monthly basis aligned with the recommendations and any issues that emerge; (c) intensify
support and targeted monitoring activities within the district concerning special education
including, but not limited to, comprehensive parent interviews, detailed verification of
individualized education program service implementation, and robust onsite program reviews
focused on both compliance and quality of services; and (d) identify additional recommendations
for improvement as an outcome of the CSDE’s enhanced role in overseeing HPS’ special
education implementation and the Magnet School Assessment.

Fiscal and Grants Management

On March 5, 2026, the City of Hartford, HPS Superintendent Andra¢ Townsel, and Chief
Financial Officer Caitlin Richard presented to the Municipal Accountability Review Board
(MARB) a projected $22 million fiscal year (FY) 2026 deficit. Ms. Richards indicated the deficit
is projected to grow to $45 million in FY2027 citing flat revenue and increases to special
education costs as the main drivers. At the same time, state-level preliminary analysis of
financial information provided by HPS indicates a small surplus, which includes overall special
education costs that are projected to be approximately $41.9 million below budget. These
materially conflicting financial representations, on top of HPS’s indication of a significant
structural financial deficit, create a level of uncertainty that necessitates an immediate expansion
of the State’s intervention beyond the initial three-pronged review to include a rigorous,
independent financial audit of HPS’s fiscal position.

Staffing Shortages

On March 25, 2026, Deputy Commissioner Sinthia Sone-Moyano and Chief Talent Officer
Shuana Tucker met with HPS’s new Executive Director, Christopher Weiss to assist HPS in
strengthening its teacher retention strategy. Of focus was incorporating the use of a “stay survey”
to gather input from newly hired staff regarding the challenges they experience as a new
employee. It was also identified that HPS’s new teacher orientation needs improvement. HPS
should align both the Academics and Human Resources (HR) Departments in the planning for
new teacher orientation to maximize the use of the two days allocated. New teachers will benefit
from training that increasingly provides them with the knowledge of and access to the resources
they will need to perform their jobs. There are several new staff in leadership roles across HPS,
with many systems and processes in place; however, the HR Department needs to ensure each
system is serving its intended purpose.
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Improved Special Education and General Education Supports

On February 11, 2026, the CSDE issued a letter to Dr. Jennifer Hoffman, HPS Assistant
Superintendent for Special Education and Pupil Services, sharing the concern reported by parent
advocacy groups that students with disabilities enrolled in the iGoal and STEP programs were
receiving fewer hours of instruction than regular education students. Sharing this concern, CSDE
required HPS to immediately discontinue the practice of implementing a universal shortened
school day for students in any sub-separate program within the district, unless an individualized
Planning and Placement Team (PPT) determination, documented in the IEP, supports a reduced
day as necessary for the student to access free appropriate public education (FAPE).

Attorneys representing HPS replied to the CSDE Bureau of Special Education on March 20,
2026, indicating that students enrolled in the program have an IEP amendment signed by the
parent, or had a PPT meeting prior to the start of the school year to amend the IEP to align with
the program schedule. The CSDE is in the process of reviewing each student’s IEP to ensure it
has been updated and is aligned with the program schedule.

On March 25, 2026, the AST met with members of the superintendent’s executive cabinet who
are responsible for academic programming to revisit how the district plans to strengthen core
instruction and multitiered systems of support (MTSS). HPS has established a District Literacy
Leadership Team (DLLT) to make decisions regarding MTSS processes. The AST is engaging
this team to identify its functions and deliverables to ensure the DLLT aligns resources and
professional learning to create a more connected system. The AST discussed the district’s use of
the Tiered Fidelity Inventory which may be used by the DLLT to develop a robust MTSS system
to address both academic and behavioral needs.
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STATE OF CONNECTICUT

STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

March 23, 2026

Vi4 ELECTRONIC MAIL

Dr. Andraé Townsel

Superintendent of Schools

Hartford Public Schools

330 Wethersfield Avenue

Hartford, Connecticut 06114
andrae.townsel@hartfordschools.org

Dear Superintendent Townsel:

I am writing on behalf of the Connecticut State Department of Education [“CSDE”] regarding the
proposed contract with Caissa K12 that the Hartford Board of Education [“Board”] authorized at
its meeting of February 17, 2026. The CSDE has serious concerns regarding the Board’s retention
of Caissa K12, as we believe that certain aspects of this engagement are at odds with the Board’s
obligations under the Comprehensive School Choice Plan [“CCP”], which is the operative
agreement by which the parties — including the City of Hartford — resolved the long-running Sheff
v. O'Neill litigation. As you may be aware, the Connecticut Superior Court entered a permanent
injunction which incorporates the CCP, thereby retaining jurisdiction for a period of ten years in
order to ensure that the parties continue to comply with and implement the CCP. More specifically,
this injunction empowers the Sheff plaintiffs to reopen the litigation should they claim a material
violation of the CCP.

As the Board did not provide the CSDE with prior notice of the Board’s proposed contract with
Caissa K12, the CSDE only became aware of it through media reports and, consequently, by
reviewing the Board’s discussion at its February 17 meeting as well as the Board’s “Proposed
Contract Summary” [“Contract Summary”]. Based on the materials presented to the Board, it is
the CSDE’s understanding that the proposed contract would authorize the contractor to implement
a multi-pronged strategy to recruit Hartford-resident students back to the Hartford Public School
District [“District”].  The subsequent discussion at the February 17 Board meeting appeared to at
least suggest that the primary intent of the proposed contract was not to address chronic
absenteeism or truancy but rather to increase enrollment and thereby realize additional per-pupil
revenue and decrease tuition payments by recruiting non-Hartford-resident students to District
magnet schools and by recruiting Hartford-resident students from choice programs -- including
interdistrict magnet schools not operated by the District, the Open Choice program, technical high
schools, and charter schools. This is underscored by the Board’s Contract Summary, which
expressly provides that payments would be funded through “increased per pupil revenue
and decreased tuition payments,” the latter of which could only refer to Hartford students who are
currently participating in choice programs (emphasis added).

Under the proposed agreement, Caissa K12 and its agents would communicate directly with
students and  families in  these  groups, promoting  the Districtand  its
offerings, conducting sustained follow-up with prospective returnees, and providing “on-the-
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ground support” in coordination with District staff to encourage students and families to reenroll
in District schools. The engagement is described as performance-
based, with the District paying $935 for each “new student recruited or no-show student who
attends by the October 1 count date” up to an overall maximum of $500,000. In turn, the Board’s
Contract Summary identifies anticipated revenue sources for the District resulting from Caissa
K12’s efforts, including the following:

e Approximately $14,000 per student through the magnet operating grant for non-
Hartford residents enrolling in District magnet schools;

e $4,000 in general education tuition savings for Hartford students returning from CREC
magnet schools (with no requirement to pay special education tuition);

e $11,525 plus weighted funding for Hartford students returning from charter schools;
and

o Fifty percent of the base ECS amount of $11,525 (plus applicable weights) for Hartford
students returning from Open Choice placements (also with no required special
education tuition).

The CSDE considers these recruitment efforts to not only be antithetical to the State’s obligations
under the CCP — to which, as noted, the City of Hartford is a signatory and thus subject to the
court’s enforcement -- but to also undermine it. As you know, the State is required to ensure that
Hartford-resident students have meaningful access to interdistrict choice options,
including Sheff magnet schools and public-school opportunities available through the Open
Choice program. This obligation is the direct outcome of the Connecticut Supreme Court’s 1996
decision that the Connecticut Constitution required the State of Connecticut to redress educational
inequities resulting from racial isolation within the Hartford Public Schools. Consequently, efforts
to recruit students away from these programs — which are integral to the State’s ability to meet the
State’s constitutional obligations under Sheff — are inconsistent with, and run counter to, that
responsibility

To be clear, the CSDE fully supports the District’s efforts to reengage students who are chronically
absent or otherwise disconnected from school. Furthermore, it supports efforts to recruit to the
District’s own magnet schools students who reside in surrounding towns and are not currently
enrolled in a choice program. Such efforts would be extremely commendable and would align
with shared District and State priorities. For the reasons discussed, then, the CSDE’s
concerns pertain  specifically to instances in which recruitment may target students
currently participating in Sheff-related interdistrict programs.

In addition to the potential legal ramifications, however, the CSDE is concerned that
the proposed strategy appears driven primarily by fiscal considerations. While the CSDE
recognizes the significant financial pressures the District is facing, decisions about student
recruitment should prioritize educational need and family choice. Families who select
a Sheff magnet school, an Open Choice placement, or another interdistrict option do so because
they believe it best meets their child’s individual needs. This is the consideration that should
dictate the school their children attend. Given, however, that under this proposed arrangement,
Caissa K12 would receive compensation for each child recruited, it is not unreasonable for the
CSDE to be concerned that Caissa K12 might subordinate that consideration to its own financial

2|Page



incentives. At the very least, without specific information on the messaging strategy, the CSDE
has no way of knowing the nature or tenor of Caissa K12’s “recruitment” efforts. In short, it is
not appropriate to seek the termination of a student’s current educational program based not on the
best educational interests of the child, but rather on budget-driven objectives.

Fidelity to the CCP is not elective; rather, it is court-ordered. It is the culmination of the State’s
ongoing efforts to effectuate the constitutional imperative delineated by the Connecticut Supreme
Court. As such, the CSDE’s school-choice program is unquestionably an important educational
interest of the State, over which the State Board of Education has “general supervision and control”
pursuant to Section 10-4(a) of the Connecticut General Statutes and compliance with which the
State Board of Education has the authority to enforce under Section 10-4b. Therefore, should the
Board proceed with its engagement with Caissa K12, the CSDE expects that it will refrain from
recruiting students who are currently enrolled in Sheff-related programs, including but not limited
to magnet schools operated by other entities and Open Choice placements.

The CSDE appreciates the Board’s partnership in the ongoing implementation of the CCP, and we
remain committed to working collaboratively in support of Hartford’s students and
families. Thank you and please let me know if you or the Board has any questions or would
otherwise like to discuss this matter.

Sincerely,

/’/f//
\L L ZA1a

Michael P. McKeon
Director of Legal and Governmental Affairs

cc: Jonathan E. Harding, Corporation Counsel, City of Hartford (via electronic mail)
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STATE OF CONNECTICUT
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

April 1, 2026

Connecticut State Department of Education Response to Recent Reporting on Hartford
Enrollment Trends

The decline in Hartford-resident student enrollment in the 2025-26 school year has been
highlighted in several media reports over the last few months in articles featuring Hartford Public
Schools’s (HPS) budgetary challenges. These articles have reported a decline of approximately
1,300 Hartford-resident students enrolled in Hartford Public Schools between the 2024-25 and
2025-26 school years, with the change attributed largely to students leaving for school choice
options. A review of regional enrollment data, however, suggests other reasons as the primary
basis for this decline.

From 202425 to 2025-26, the total number of Hartford-resident students participating in school
choice programs — including interdistrict magnet schools, Open Choice, Hartford Region
technical high schools, charter schools and Agricultural Science and Technology Education
programs — increased by approximately 294 students overall.['l When isolating only non-
Hartford-operated magnets, Open Choice and technical school options, the net increase is 237
students. These changes are modest in comparison to the reported decline of 1,300 to 1,400
students in Hartford Public Schools.

Looking more closely at individual choice programs:

e Hartford Region interdistrict magnet school (non-Hartford operated) enrollment increased
by 227 Hartford-resident students.

e Open Choice enrollment decreased by 50 Hartford-resident students compared to the
prior year.

e Hartford Region technical high school (CTECS) enrollment increased by 60 Hartford-
resident students.

Taken together, these program-level changes reflect relatively stable participation in school
choice options, with a net shift of 237 students into non-Hartford-operated choice options that
support the implementation of the most recent stipulated agreement in the Sheff'v. O Neill
litigation. Looking back 5 years from the 2021-22 school year, Hartford-resident enrollment in
these options has increased by less than 375 students.

It is also important to recognize the broader context of school choice participation. In the current
school year, more than 12,000 Hartford-resident students are enrolled in an interdistrict magnet
school, Open Choice school, or Hartford Region technical high school. Of the 9,185 Hartford-
resident students enrolled in magnet schools, nearly half (46%) attend a Hartford-operated
magnet school — demonstrating that Hartford continues to play a central role as a provider within
the Greater Hartford Region choice system.
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Overall, these data make clear that recent enrollment declines in Hartford Public Schools are not
primarily driven by increased participation in school choice programs. Instead, they point to
other underlying factors — such as changes in residency patterns — as the more significant
contributors to the decline.

! The data provided in this statement reflect data collected by the CSDE through the Public Student
Information System (PSIS) as of October 1 enrollment, using the Freeze 1 collection (January 31 update
of each school year).

Matthew Cerrone

CT State Department of Education
Director of Communications
matthew.cerrone@ct.gov
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