Stepping Up
Driving CT’s Conversation
on Education Equity
in 2019 and Beyond

Dear Friends,

A Note From Amy

Over the last two years, we have shown commitment and conviction when it comes to
meeting the needs of Connecticut students. The state chapter of a national effort, our
501(c)(3)—Education Reform Now CT (ERN CT)—operates as a non-partisan think tank,
providing policy and advocacy expertise each legislative session. Meanwhile, our affiliate—
Democrats for Education Reform CT (DFER CT)—is building a political pipeline of
Democratic leaders who will improve our education system so that it better serves students
and families. Year after year, these affiliate organizations have been allies to Connecticut
leaders who champion public education and opportunity for children, and our work has put
us at the center of the conversation about the changes needed in our state.
In 2018, with a nearly tied legislature, we at DFER CT made a commitment to support
Democratic leaders who would bring new energy to the fight for equity. After targeting
competitive seats and making strategic investments, we saw a blue wave sweep
Connecticut. And when a new legislative session commenced in early 2019, DFER CT allies in
the General Assembly filled the highest ranks on several committees—including Caucus
Leadership, Education, and Higher Ed—and we got to work.
Last session, ERN CT was in the middle of the important debates on resource equity and
shared school district services, the expansion of Open Choice, increased investment in public
charter schools, the removal of non-medical vaccine exemptions, and protecting the civil
rights of all students. We provided counsel and information, offering leaders the resources
they needed to tackle controversial and complex issues that affect schools and children.
Late in 2019, we released “Less For More,” a study on college completion rates and costs in
our state. These results, and some of our other critical policy work, were featured in every
major state publication, including the Hartford Courant, CT Mirror, CT News Junkie, CT Post,
WSHU, and several others.
As progressives and reformers, we focused our time and resources on policies that would
make the biggest difference for students from every community, especially those that
deserve high standards and have traditionally been left behind. Please join us as we
redouble our efforts toward that goal this coming year. Together, we can make 2020 a year
of progress and perseverance on behalf of all Connecticut children.
All My Best,

Amy Dowell
State Director, DFER CT

About Us:
The state chapter of a national organization, we
advance a vertically integrated approach to
research, policy development, and advocacy.
Our 501(c)(3), Education Reform Now CT, operates
as a non-partisan think tank, advocating for
reforms that will benefit low-income students and
students of color.

Democrats for Education Reform CT is building a
political pipeline of Democratic leaders who will
improve our education system so that it better
serves students and families. Together, these
affiliate organizations advance efforts on behalf of
students through the lens of progressivism,
seeking to increase equity, protect civil rights and
the social safety net, and promote great
educational opportunities for all.
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2018 Investments
and 2019 Results
We support elected leaders who are champions of public education by
providing policy expertise aligned with our advocacy goals.

Building Off a Blue Wave
Of the six contests we played in,
five saw wins, including 2 flips, and
Democrats gained a Senate
majority.

In 2017, DFER CT made plans for
Connecticut Democrats to
outperform expectations. Our
philosophy was that if we could
appropriately reach young and
infrequent voters, they would turn out
for the midterms as though it were a
presidential election. We homed in on
strategically targeted races, timing
expenditures for when voters were
making decisions, and we used digital
advertising, phone calls, and texting
to motivate turn out.

As a result, Democrats began 2019 in
control of the House, Senate, and
Governor’s Office. Democrats would
choose the next Senate Education
Chair, drive budget negotiations
during the 2019 legislative session,
and be set up to collaborate on an
education agenda in 2019 and
beyond.

Here’s how it worked:

2019 Poll Results

With all constitutional offices and
General Assembly seats in play—and
an 18-18 split in the Senate—we
recognized that every dollar spent on
Senate races would go a long way
towards gaining Democratic control.
We picked competitive Senate races
where the Democratic candidates
were likely to focus on education
issues once elected.

At the end of the year, we released a
poll of CT Democratic primary voters,
indicating that the majority of the party
supports the state's taking action to:
•
•
•
•
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Consider district regionalization;
Remove religious exemptions to
school vaccination requirements;
Provide families with more choice in
the public education system; and
Increase affordable housing.
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Advocacy

With a Seat at the Table
Our advocacy efforts are based on democratic values, with a goal of increasing
equity, protecting civil rights and the social safety net, and promoting great
educational opportunities for all.

New Leadership in 2019
By the beginning of 2019, our investments
had resulted in strong relationships with
the Senate majority leadership, as well as
the Senate chairs of legislative
committees for both K-12 education and
higher education.
In addition, 2019 brought in some new
government leadership faces in Governor
Ned Lamont and Education
Commissioner Miguel Cardona.
CT Rep. Chris Rosario, Forer US Attorney General Eric
Holder, and CT Sen. Will Haskell at Philos 2019 in
Washington D.C.

We welcomed the new Commissioner
with an Open Letter that outlined the
state’s important work ahead, laying out
for him the priorities of greater resource
equity, sharing services to maximize
classroom opportunity, and increasing the
diversity of the educator workforce.
“There will always be a chorus of critics trying
to lock some people out of opportunity. But
setting the academic bar high for all students,
maintaining a standard of excellence for every
school in every district, and making every
student feel safe and supported are the keys.”

- Letter to Commissioner Cardona

Philos 2019
In September 2019, we brought a
delegation of five CT legislators, as well as
other CT colleagues and partners, to join
elected leaders, practitioners, reformers,
and social justice thought leaders from
across the country at an annual convention
in Washington, D.C. An evening award
ceremony honored the outstanding efforts
of Former US Attorney Eric Holder, RI
Governor Gina Raimondo, NJ State Senator
Teresa Ruiz, and Netflix CEO Reed Hastings.

24

POLICY BILLS
TRACKED

2

POLICY
FORUMS

We Believe…

… All students deserve fair access to high-quality
educational resources.

ERN CT’s 2019 advocacy efforts began
with leading a difficult conversation
about how the lines on a map can
impact the access that a student has to
high-quality public schools.
Past education policy observations
about zip codes have primarily focused
on the need to improve the quality of
schools in neighborhoods with fewer
resources; but we’ve pointed to a new
facet of equitable access—asking why
geography should preclude attendance
by students of color and students from
low-income families at already-highquality schools.
Although controversial, we carried the
banner on the idea of district
regionalization—arguing that sharing
services both increases opportunity and
bolsters resource equity. We testified on
three regionalization bills before the
legislature, and hosted a forum at the
Legislative Office Building, garnering
significant media attention and
publishing an Op Ed in the Hartford
Courant.

As an extension of our advocacy for
greater resource equity and shared
services, we pushed to expand the
existing Open Choice program, which
allows students to attend school in any
participating district within the region in
which they reside. By broadening the
program and encouraging districts to
opt-in, the state can increase the
voluntary sharing of services, empower
parents, and help districts with declining
enrollment keep their numbers up.
We’ve also presented Open Choice as a
solution to address overcrowding within
the Danbury Public School District.
We have similarly fought for state
funding for Danbury Prospect, a charter
school that is already approved to open
and will alleviate the district’s
overcrowding when it does.
ERN CT continues to push for the fair
allocation of state resources for all
students, and a single funding formula
for all schools, including magnets and
charters. All students deserve quality
educational resources.

… All students have a right to safe and healthy classrooms.

During the legislative session, we
continued the annual fight against
discriminatory school discipline
legislation that would disproportionately
target vulnerable student populations.
We took to social media to combat two
such pieces of legislation, and both were
defeated during the 2019 legislative
session.
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Then, in the face of new public data
indicating that more than 100
Connecticut schools are below the
federally recommended threshold for
immunizations—we fought to keep
classrooms safe for all students. When
the Commissioner of Public Health
contemplated the public release of a
second round of data, we emphatically
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We Believe…

asserted that parents and families
deserve transparency—eventually
leading the Governor to direct the data’s
release. In addition, we were on the front
lines of advocacy for the removal of nonmedical vaccination requirements.
Leading that discussion, we've put out a
blog and one pager, met with legislators,
put out three press statements, hosted a

forum featuring legislators and doctors,
and made headlines on the topic—
including an Op Ed in CT Viewpoints.
Leading up to and following the forum,
both Governor Lamont and the Public
Health Commissioner came out in
support of repealing religious
exemptions next session.

… All students who graduate from a system of education
should leave more prepared for the future.

This fall, we released our report on higher
education costs and outcomes in
Connecticut, titled Less for More: Low
Rate of Completion and High Costs at
Connecticut's Four-Year Colleges. Prior to
its release, we reviewed the data and
findings with the Connecticut Office of
Higher Education, the Connecticut Board
of Regents, and key legislators in
positions to improve higher education

Throughout it all,
we’ve also
reinvigorated the
public conversation
about achievement
and opportunity
gaps.

outcomes for Connecticut students.
The report was covered in all major
statewide outlets within days of its
publication, and we secured an Op Ed
about it in the Hartford Courant. In
addition to discussions about
accountability for higher education,
we plan to use the report to propel
conversations about the achievement
gap preparedness in the K-12 years.

In 2019, we sent out a weekly segment,
Wednesday Weekly, that identifies
and analyzes critical education trends
in the news and is delivered to
administration officials, legislators, key
advocates, and leading education
x
reform experts across Connecticut.
We also ramped up our online
presence, increasing communications
with the press—and launched a new
website, blog, and Twitter account.

We are so grateful to the many partners across the state who have made this
year such a success. Much more to come in 2020!
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