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Connecticut’s Academic Achievement Gap

Connecticut policymakers and educators have responded to the national call
for increased accountability, and the state’ seducational investmentsare paying
off. According to the 2003 Connecticut KIDS COUNT Data Book, the
percentage of sixth graders who scored at or above the state goal in reading,
writing, and math nearly doubled between 1995 and 2000, moving from 24%
to 47%. Our teachers and admi nistrators—and our students—are progressing,
but not all are succeeding. In spite of theimproved test scores, the achievement
gap between racial and socioeconomic groups remains very evident in our
dete.

History of the CMT and CAPT

Since 1985, the academic progress of Connecticut’s elementary school
students has been monitored by teachers, administrators, and the Connecticut
State Department of Education using the Connecticut Mastery Test, or CMT.
In 1994, the high school equivalent of the CMT, the Connecticut Academic
Performance Test (CAPT), was first administered.

Test results are reported as the percentage of children meeting or exceeding
the goal set by the Connecticut State Department of Education for each grade
tested. “Meeting the goal” is determined by whether or not a child's test
scoresreflect the knowledge, problem-solving skills, and level of competence
required for good work in aparticular content area.! Now initsthird edition,
the CMT classifies each child’ s performance within one of five categories:
Advanced, Goal, Proficient, Basic, or Below Basic.

How Are Connecticut Children Faring?

In 2002, 61% of students in grades 4, 6, and 8 combined reached the state
goal in al three CMT subject areas.? While this rate may appear to be low,
Connecticut, in fact, is among the top states in the percentage of children
meeting state standards® But, as we look more closely at the scores of
particular groups of children, we see amixed picture. Although over 50% of
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all students across the three grades scored at or above goal for reading in
2002, over 20% wereonly reading at the basic or below basiclevels.* Looking
acrossthe Connecticut’ s Education Reference Groups (ERGs),® the difference
between the percentage of students from the wealthiest ERG (A) who meet
the goal and those from the poorest ERG (1) who do so is dramatic.

Approximately 80% of 4™ grade studentsin ERG A met the standard, while
only between 23% and 36% of 4" gradersin ERG | met the goal. A similar
disparity can be seen between children from low-income families who are
eligiblefor Free or Reduced-Price Lunch (below 185% of the Federal Poverty
Level) and those who are above that income threshold.®

2002 Satewide Grade 4 CMT Results by Subgroup
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But to end our examination there would do a great disservice to both our
educatorsand students. The percentage of low-income children and those of
color who arereaching goal isrising, though slowly. Theseincreases present
important evidence that the improvements school districts, schools, and
teachers have implemented positively affect student achievement. These
investments need to be continued, not cut, if Connecticut schools are to meet
the annual achievement growth standards set by the federal “No Child Left
Behind” legislation.’

* www.cahs.org



What Works

Many interventions have proven to positively impact student performance
and long-term success. Quality early care and education programs save
taxpayer dollars in the long run by reducing the need for specia education
and the incidence of grade retention and adult incarceration.® Professional
devel opment opportunities and a system of peer mentoring improve teaching
practicesinthe classroom. In-classtutorials, after-school programs, summer
school, and other interventions increase student performance.®

Over the past severa years, state and local investments in education have
increased, resulting in a greater number of remedial programs, in-class
supports, and mentoring opportunities for children.’® Professional
development opportunities for teachers have also increased in number.
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Districts and schools have been fine tuning curriculum for all grades. The
Connecticut State Department of Education has published two guides under
the Connecticut Framework series: K-12 Curricular Goals and Standards
and Preschool Curricular Goalsand Benchmarks. Both aretoolsthat directly
influence teaching and administrative best practices. In many districts,
students are required to write more, reading skills are being supported through
multiple approaches, and district curriculum experts are available to guide
individual classroom instruction.** School readiness opportunities are
available for approximately 6,000 preschoolers in our Priority School
Districts.®2

ChildWise Exploring Kids Count Data

What More Can BeDone?

While student achievement should not be measured solely by the CMT or
CAPT scores, and school systems should not be motivated only to increase
the number of students who reach goal, all sectors of our state must be
committed to increase educational opportunities for all children and reduce
the academic achievement gap so evidently portrayed by these test results.
Furthermore, practices and interventions that are proven to be successful
should be capitalized upon and used as models in school districts that have
higher concentrations of low-income and children of color. Support for
equitable interventions requires a long-term commitment to all children in
general and to education in particular. Unfortunately, with our economy in
flux and pressure on mayors and school district administrators to balance
their budgets, the existence of these innovative programs is not secure.
Connecticut policymakers, large and small businesses, parents, and other
members of our communities must, at a minimum, agree to sustain our
educational investment to ensure that all children succeed and that none are
left behind.
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