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Introduction 

In Connecticut, as in many other states, the quality of students’ 

educational experiences and opportunities differs dramatically 

when assessed through the lens of race. These disparities in access 

and opportunity affect us all, raising not only moral but also 

economic and governance challenges. A well-educated workforce 

draws businesses and investment into the state. A quality 

education facilitates students’ ability to pursue their chosen 

dreams and goals. To shape Connecticut’s future voters into well-

informed, active citizens and leaders, and to spur our state’s 

economic growth and competitiveness, we must offer all students 

a robust and challenging education.  

 

This brief explores some of the disparities in educational access and outcomes between Black 

and White students in Connecticut: an essential step toward the long-term goal of assuring a 

high-quality and equitable education for all children in the state.1 We begin by analyzing four 

disparities in access/opportunity: access to Black teachers, school attendance, access to 

challenging coursework, and school discipline. 2 We then look to disparities in three outcome 

indicators: Smarter Balanced test scores, graduation rates, and “School Day SAT” 3 scores. We 

find that, while there have been some gains in access and outcomes for Black students, 

significant gaps still exist, often leaving Black students underprepared for future success.4  

Disparities in the Classroom 

We begin by examining four indicators of access/opportunity in education: access to same-race 

teachers, attendance and absenteeism, access to challenging coursework, and exclusionary 

discipline. Research has established that each of these four indicators has a measurable impact on 

the lives of Black students.5  

Disparities in Access to Same-Race Teachers  

Connecticut has a severe shortage of Black teachers. This matters because Black students 

experience higher levels of success when they have had a Black teacher.6 By bolstering student 

confidence and alleviating feelings of marginalization, Black teachers can act as a protective 
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factor against negative experiences like punitive discipline policies or racist comments. This 

effect is highest for Black male students from low-income households.7 In one study, researchers 

found that Black male students who had a Black teacher in elementary school were up to 39 

percent less likely to drop out of high school.8  

In the 2015-2016 school year, Black teachers made up slightly more than 3 percent of all 

teachers in Connecticut’s public school system as compared to Black students, who represent 13 

percent of the student population. This compares with a supermajority White teachers (92 

percent) and a 56 percent White student population. 

 

Figure 1: Racial Composition of Teachers and Students in Connecticut Schools

 

Source: Connecticut Department of Education – EdSight - Educator Demographics SY 2015-16 

 

Disparities in Attendance and Absenteeism  

Children are considered chronically absent when they have missed 10 percent or more of school 

days in a school year (approximately 18 days of school).9 Chronically absent students miss key 

educational time10 and experience less academic success.11 At nearly every grade level, chronic 

absenteeism is a predictor of negative outcomes. The Connecticut State Department of 

Education’s analysis shows that, regardless of income level, students who were chronically 

absent in the 9th grade were less likely to graduate on time than their peers with more consistent 

attendance. 12 A study in California showed that chronically absent kindergarten and first grade 

students were significantly less likely than their peers to read on grade level by third grade.13  

While it seems logical to link chronic absenteeism with truancy or youth choosing to skip school, 

research has established that chronically absent students are far more likely to miss school due to 
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health issues (chronic illnesses like asthma), negative school climate (weapons or violence in 

schools), or family conflict (parent’s mental health status).14 

In Connecticut, the racial gap in chronic absenteeism is clear and significant. Black children are 

chronically absent at a rate two times higher than their White peers, missing significantly more 

educational time. This disparity has held steady over the past 5 years, but the overall trend 

downward indicates some progress due to state attention on the issue of chronic absenteeism.  

 

Figure 2: Percentages of Chronically Absent Students by Race Between School Year (SY) 

2011-12 and School Year (SY) 2016-17 

 

Source: Connecticut Department of Education – EdSight Data – Chronic Absenteeism Trends by Race/Ethnicity 

 

 Disparities in Access to Challenging Course Work 

As colleges and careers become more competitive, students need access to challenging materials 

to prepare them for success. Both Honors and Gifted and Talented programs afford students the 

ability to engage in the types of critical thought15 that will prepare them for the 21st Century 

workforce. In Connecticut, a significant gap exists between Black and White students’ 

enrollment in Gifted and Talented programs, advanced math,16 and Advanced Placement (AP) 17  

classes.  

Of all students enrolled in Gifted and Talented programs in the 2013-14 school year (the last year 

for which this data was available), 68 percent were White as compared with only 7 percent who 

were Black. This may reflect the disproportionate representation of Black students in school 

districts with less per-pupil funding18 or it might also reflect the low Black teacher/student ratio, 
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considering that Black students are 3 times more likely to be identified as gifted by a Black 

teacher, as compared to a White teacher.19  

As with Gifted and Talented programs, Black students are similarly underrepresented in Honors 

and Advanced Placement (AP) classes. Black students are underrepresented by 60 percent in AP 

classes and 36 percent in advanced mathematics classes. White students, on the other hand, 

appear to take AP and advanced math classes at significantly higher rates. This leaves Black 

students at a disadvantage as colleges and universities increasingly use AP and other advanced 

coursework as evidence of academic strength and preparedness for the rigors of college-level 

work in admissions decisions. The low rate of Black students in Gifted and Talented programs, 

advanced mathematics, and AP classes signals a disadvantage relative to White students in 

university admissions and 21st Century workforce participation. 

 

Figure 3: Percentage of Students across all grades Enrolled in Gifted and Talented, Advanced 

Mathematics and at Least One Advanced Placement Course by Race 

 

Source: United States Department of Education – Civil Rights Data Reporting 2016 

 

Disparities in Exclusionary Discipline Rates  

“Exclusionary discipline” refers to any disciplinary action that removes students from their usual 

educational settings,20 including in- and out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, referrals to law 

enforcement, and in-school arrests. As with chronic absenteeism, the use of exclusionary 

discipline correlates with negative academic and life outcomes.21 In a longitudinal study of the 

Texas public school system, 31 percent of students who were expelled or suspended were held 

back as compared to only 5 percent of students who had not been subject to exclusionary 

discipline.22 Furthermore, exclusionary discipline correlates with future justice system 
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involvement. In the same Texas study referenced above, even when controlling for individual 

and school characteristics, students who were suspended or expelled for a discretionary violation 

(an activity that did not require suspension or expulsion under applicable laws and regulations) 

were 3 times more likely to become involved in the juvenile justice system than their peers who 

were not punished as harshly for the same offenses. While a strict, “zero tolerance” approach to 

student misbehavior has some surface appeal, it is important to note that the American 

Psychological Association’s review of exclusionary discipline and zero tolerance policies found 

little evidence that these policies improve student behavior or school climate; instead, such 

policies lead to a perceived lack of safety by the entire student body.23 

The gap between Black and White students’ exposure to both in- and out-of-school suspensions 

demands our attention. In Connecticut, suspension rates have decreased for all students in the 

past 5 years. Despite this decline, Black students are still 4 times more likely to be suspended 

than their White counterparts.24 Although the Connecticut legislature passed a law in 2015 to 

limit preschool through 2nd grade suspensions and expulsions for all students (regardless of 

race/ethnicity),25 significant racial disparities remain with respect to compliance with the new 

law. In the 2015-16 school year, 71 percent of the students who were suspended or expelled from 

preschool through 2nd grade were Black or Latino. This means that, of the 1,674 Connecticut Pre-

K through 2nd graders who were suspended or expelled that year, 1,188 were Black or Latino.26  

While some might argue that the high levels of Black youth subjected to exclusionary discipline 

reflects higher rates of inappropriate behavior, research discredits that claim. Black students do 

not act out more than any other group of students,27 but they are more likely to be punished for 

less serious or more subjective reasons.28  Furthermore, racial disparities in exclusionary 

discipline are similar across all socio-economic statuses – suggesting that the race of a student is 

an important independent factor in who is suspended or expelled.29 This race-based differential 

in exclusionary discipline rates for young children, like the race-based disparity in Gifted and 

Talented participation for older students, may be related to the low number of minority teachers. 

An eye-tracking study run by the Yale Child Study Center in 2016 found that when White 

teachers were told to anticipate a disciplinary problem, they looked more frequently at Black 

children – particularly Black boys – 30 suggesting that White teachers may punish Black children 

more frequently because they are more inclined to be vigilant for misbehavior by Black children, 

rather than because of a higher incidence of malfeasance.          

In Connecticut, the rates at which Black students are suspended and expelled exceed the 

proportion of Black students enrolled in the public school system. For example, Black students 

made up only 13 percent of the total student population, but 34 percent of Black girls and 26 

percent of Black boys were expelled in the 2016-17 school year.31 Considering that the impact of 

exclusionary discipline on the futures of Black children (ie. grade retention, dropping out, and 

justice system involvement) 32 and the research showing little positive impact of exclusionary 

discipline on behavior,33 further research into and support for alternative discipline policies 

should be considered a critical priority.  



 

Figure 4: Percentage of Students Expelled by Race and Gender in School Year 2016-17 

 

Source: Connecticut Department of Education – Understanding School Expulsions in Connecticut – Presentation to the State 

Board of Education, 2017 

 

All of these experiences – the lack of Black teachers, chronic absenteeism, low levels of access 

to challenging coursework, and high rates of punitive discipline– have impacts on the 

educational experience and outcomes of Black students. As referenced earlier, chronically absent 

children are less likely to read on grade level and more likely to drop out.34 Black students who 

never have a Black teacher miss out on the positive educational impacts.35 Students who are 

suspended or expelled are significantly more likely to end up in the juvenile justice system.36 The 

next section examines educational outcomes for Black students in Connecticut and finds that the 

state data confirms what research suggests: that Black students in our state not only experience 

decreased access to educational opportunities but also experience lower achievement in terms of 

rates of timely graduation, test scores, and college admission profiles.   

Disparities in Outcomes 

A large achievement gap exists between Black and White students in Connecticut – one that 

mirrors the large opportunity gap in terms of educational experience. Many factors influence 

doing well on a test or graduating; thus, indicators like graduation rates and standardized testing 

are incomplete assessments of an individual student’s success or failure. Nevertheless, as a 

whole, these measures can indicate whether or not a school system is meeting its own goals.   
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 Disparities in Graduation Rates 

Over the last four years, graduation rates in Connecticut have improved for students of all races, 

and the significant graduation rate disparity has narrowed. However, the gaps persist. The 

graduation rate for Black students in Connecticut rose from 73 percent in 2011-12 to 78 percent 

in 2015-16, while the rates for White students were 91.3 percent and 92.5 percent, respectively, 

in those years.   

 

Figure 5: Percentage of Students who graduated in 4 years by Race between SY2011-12 and 

SY2015-16 

 

Source: Connecticut Department of Education – EdSight Data – Graduation Rates Trends by Race/Ethnicity 

 

 Disparities in Standardized Test Scores 

The difference in Black and White student outcomes as measured by academic achievement test 

scores overshadows the shrinking disparities in graduation rates, with only minimal 

improvements over the past 5 years. 

Standardized testing, such as Smarter Balanced37 test scores, indicates that Black students are 

struggling within Connecticut’s schools. In the 2016-2017 Smarter Balanced exam, 43 percent of 

Black students did not meet the achievement standards for English Language Arts and 52 percent 

did not meet the achievement standards for Math. For White students, only 13 percent did not 

meet English Language Arts standards and 16 percent did not meet Math standards.  
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Figure 6: Percent of Black and White Students Classified As “Not Met” and 

“Meeting/Exceeding” English Language Arts and Math Achievement Standards on Smarter 

Balanced Exam SY2016-2017 

  

Source: Connecticut Department of Education - EdSight Data – Smarter Balanced SY2016-17  

 

Disparities in Scores on College Entrance Exams 

Black students in Connecticut are scoring well below their White peers, the national average, and 

the standards of area colleges on the SAT. In the 2016-2017 school year, the average cumulative 

Math and English Language Arts scores for Black students was 888 as compared to 1092 for 

their White peers with a 99-point difference between Black and White students in the English 

Language Arts section and a 105-point difference in Math. The national average score was 1060, 

out of 1600 maximum.38 The University of Connecticut’s incoming freshman class averages 

approximately 1000 total, over 100 points higher than the average total for Black 11th graders.39 

These discrepancies in student success are even more alarming when accounting for the 

shrinking gap in graduation rates between Black and White students. While more students are 

passing classes and graduating from school, they lack the indicators of academic skill necessary 

for college admissions. Low SAT scores can also result in students being required to take non-

credit remedial courses in college, driving up the cost of attendance and extending the amount of 

time they spend in college.  
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Figure 7: Average English Language Arts and Math Scores on “School Day” SAT in SY2016-

17 by Race 

 

Source: Connecticut Department of Education – EdSight Data – Connecticut School Day SAT, College Board – Understanding 

SAT Scores 2017, University of Connecticut – 2017 Fact Sheet 

Policy Recommendations 

Increase the number of Black teachers and expand support for minority teachers: This paper 

recognizes the ongoing work of the State Department of Education’s Talent Development Office 

and the Minority Teacher Recruitment Policy Oversight Council to increase the number of  

minority teachers in the state.40 Given the positive correlation between having a Black teacher 

and the success of Black students,41 the hiring, training, and support of teachers of color should 

be a priority. Unfortunately, the 2018 budget cuts the Talent Development Office by 89 percent, 

putting progress on this important issue in jeopardy.42 To ensure that they can continue their 

work, their funding must be restored to previous levels.     

Expand local cross-agency data sharing to identify chronically absent students or students who 

are at risk for becoming chronically absent: Oftentimes, young people experiencing academic, 

health, or social challenges miss school and require support (such as tutoring, behavioral health 

assessments, or housing supports). While efforts by the State Department of Education have 

reduced the overall number of chronically absent students, the rate of chronic absenteeism 

among Black students has decreased only slightly. Robust data-sharing programs can help 

identify students who have complex needs or display troubling patterns in their academic 

behaviors and performance while still protecting student privacy. The New Haven Youth STAT 

program offers an example of how agencies can harness the power of data to identify and serve 

at-risk students.43As part of this program, schools and social service agencies share and jointly 

888

1092

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

Black White

Nat. Average 

CT Average  

UConn 

 

 

 

 

 



analyze student data, allowing teachers, social workers, and social service administrations to 

identify young people who are at-risk for negative outcomes (in this case for juvenile justice 

involvement) and provide them with the necessary interventions.  

Require anti-bias/anti-racism trainings for all school personnel, especially teachers and 

administrators: Implicit biases influence which students are disciplined by teachers and 

administrators and the methods of discipline chosen for those offenses. These biases contribute 

to the high rates of suspension and expulsion for Black students.44 Requiring all teachers to 

undergo anti-bias trainings may mitigate some of the beliefs and actions that lead to teachers 

disproportionately and more harshly punishing Black students.45  

Expand access to data on discipline including: detailed suspension and expulsion data 

(including offenses) disaggregated by race and gender: This paper recognizes the recently 

released guidelines from SDE as an important step in protecting the education of students who 

have been expelled.46 Nevertheless, comprehensive, clear, and restorative disciplinary policies 

are necessary to ensure that discipline is meted out in an equitable way. Effective policy 

development to combat disproportionate minority contact with exclusionary discipline requires 

that researchers, advocates, and families have access to more robust data than is already made 

available to them. The most effective solutions are grounded in facts, and the current lack of 

available data hinders that process.  

Ensure that schools have ample funding and support to offer a full range of courses and 

programs: Existing funding disparities in the state have resulted in inadequate resources for 

urban schools, which disproportionately serve Black and Latino youth.47 Lower funding results 

in reduced offerings of higher-level courses and Gifted and Talented programs and accounts for 

some of the racial disparities in access to rigorous coursework.  

Conclusion 

The disparities in Connecticut’s education system leave Black students unprepared for college 

and future careers. Inequalities in teacher representation, exclusionary discipline, and access to 

rigorous courses contribute, in part, to differences in graduation rates and dramatic differences in 

achievement scores. 

Contrary to arguments that racial/ethnic educational inequalities result from low levels of student 

effort and inadequate family involvement,48 research has shown that disparities in achievement 

reflect disparities in opportunity,49 including those discussed in this paper.50 The high levels of 

educational inequality in Connecticut described in this brief perpetuate dramatically different 

outcomes for Black and White people in the state. Above all, these educational disparities 

impede the ability of Black students, and by extension the communities that they come from, to 

reach their full potential.  



Appendix A 

 

Figure 7: Percentage of Black Students Enrolled by District  

 

Source: Connecticut Department of Corrections – EdSight Data – Enrollment Counts SY2016-17  
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