
LWV OBSERVER REPORT FORM 
 

Board or Commission: West Hartford Board of Education   
Date of Meeting: May 18, 2010 
Members present: All 
Nature of meeting       Routine ___X___                   Special_____________ 
Called to order (time): 7:03 p.m.                             Adjourned (time): 9:07 
 
Action taken: 
 
The main items on the agenda were approval of a Memorandum of Understanding in support of 
Connecticut’s application for the federal Race to the Top Phase II Grant and an update on 
secondary school reform. 
 
The meeting began with a discussion between the board and the three State Representatives from 
West Hartford, Andrew Fleischmann, Beth Bye, and David McCluskey, regarding the new high 
school graduation requirements that are part of secondary school reforms included in major 
education legislation recently enacted by the General Assembly.  Please see 
http://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/cgabillstatus/cgabillstatus.asp?selBillType=Bill&bill_num=438&whi
ch_year=2010&SUBMIT1.x=10&SUBMIT1.y=9 for complete information on this act. 
The three representatives expressed enthusiasm for the new requirements, saying they will 
increase students’ preparedness for college and for the workplace of the 21st century.  They were 
developed with input from a wide range of educators and businesspeople from around the state 
and are a crucial component of the state’s Race to the Top application.  If successful, the state 
would receive between $175 million and $195 million from the federal government to assist in 
its efforts to improve student performance and close the achievement gap.  However, whether or 
not the state receives Race to the Top funds, the increased graduation requirements and other 
education reforms included in the bill are now Connecticut law.    
 
Beginning with the class of 2018, today’s 4th graders, the number of credits necessary to graduate 
from high school in Connecticut increases from 20 to 25—West Hartford’s current minimum is 
21.75—and those credits must be distributed in a much more particular way than is presently the 
case.  Specifically, the new standards increase required credits in math (+1) and science (+1); 
add new requirements for foreign language (2), health (.5), and for electives in fine arts (1), 
humanities (1), science/math/technology (STEM) (1) and career/tech ed (CTE) (2); introduce a 
mandatory senior demonstration project (1); and require students to pass state-developed end of 
course exams in 5 designated subject areas.   Rep. Fleischmann stated that the biggest concern 
voiced so far is that these new, more stringent standards for graduation will increase the state’s 
drop-out rate, particularly in lower achieving districts.  He noted that actual experience has 
shown the reverse to be the case—San Jose, California, and Hartford have both experienced 
lower drop-out rates since raising their own graduation requirements; Massachusetts has had 
requirements very similar to our new ones for several years and has a lower drop-out rate than 
we do. 
 
Board members expressed concern about the new graduation requirements’ lack of flexibility, 
fearing that their specificity will allow students much less choice.  Members were particularly 



concerned about students’ diminished freedom to take large numbers of credits in the arts, a 
proud tradition in both West Hartford high schools.  The delegation assured the board that the 
State Department of Education, as it develops guidelines for complying with the new 
requirements, will also develop a procedure for districts with distinctive programs to obtain 
waivers allowing such programs to continue. 
 
Superintendent for Instruction and Curriculum Eileen Howley and Director of Finance and 
Planning Chip Ward presented detailed summaries of the new graduation requirements and how 
they will affect West Hartford.  Currently, based on the class of 2009, 64% of West Hartford 
seniors graduate with 25 credits or more.  Bringing an entire class up to 25 will require 4.4 
additional teaching staff and would cost about $300,000 annually in current dollars.  In addition, 
the new distribution requirements will require that staff be distributed a bit differently over the 
various subject areas—more teachers in fine arts, health, and CTE; fewer in phys ed.  Different, 
subject-specific classrooms may be needed as well, particularly for CTE courses, but no estimate 
of remodeling/construction costs was included.  For the full report, please see 
http://www.whps.org/board/agenda-
documents/20100518/secondary%20school%20reform%20Overall%20summary%20of%20new
%20requirements%205.10.pdf. 
 
Superintendent Karen List presented the Memorandum of Understanding in support of the state’s 
application for a Race to the Top Phase II Grant.  She stated that West Hartford should receive 
about $200,000 a year over 4 years if the state’s application is approved, and in return the district 
will be required to implement all or a significant portion of the state’s Race to the Top plan, 
which includes 4 broad goal areas: standards and assessments, data systems to support 
instruction, great teachers and leaders, and turning around the lowest achieving schools.  (Note 
that, as cited above, the high school portion of this effort alone will cost more than our grant 
from the state.) The latter requirement would not apply to West Hartford, since we are not 
designated as a low achieving district and none of our individual schools are so designated.  As 
of the afternoon of May 18, about 75 Connecticut districts had already signed the memorandum 
to participate.  The board unanimously approved signing.  To see a copy of the document, go to 
http://www.whps.org/board/agenda-
documents/20100518/RTTT%20Phase%20II%20MOU%20Final.pdf. 
 
The next board meeting will take place June 1, 2010, at 7:00 p.m. in room 314 at Town Hall. 
 
Observer name:  Kathy Wilson 


