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Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are secondary housing units built on a single-family residential lot. ADUs 
can include detached new constructions on the lot, garage conversions, an apartment build on top of a garage, 
or a basement unit.

Board of Education (BOE) is the governing body for a local or regional school district. It is tasked with 
ensuring an appropriate learning environment for students, which includes creating school attendance zones.

Connecticut State Board of Education (SBE) is responsible for overseeing local and regional BOEs.

Education Cost Sharing (ECS) Formula is Connecticut’s education equalization aid program that contributes 
to a town’s public education system based on town wealth and needs.

Exclusionary Zoning policies are ones that include minimum lot size requirements, parking requirements, 
density requirements, and bans on multifamily housing. These policies make it impossible or economically 
prohibitive to build units financially accessible to low- and middle-income people.

Multi-family housing zone is an area, or zone, that allows for the building of housing meant to house multiple 
families, such as apartment buildings.

Racial Imbalance Law requires BOEs to report to the SBE on the percentage of minority students in each 
school compared to the percentage of minority students in the overall school district. If the percentage of 
minority students in a school is 25 percentage points higher or lower than the percentage of minority students 
in the district, the school is deemed racially imbalanced. A school is determined to have an impending racial 
imbalance if the difference in percentage is 15 percentage points higher or lower. A district that is racially 
imbalanced must submit to the State Board of Education a plan to correct the school which is deemed racially 
imbalanced.

School attendance zone identifies the boundaries drawn throughout a school district that determines which 
public school a student will attend.

Section 8-30g is Connecticut’s law promoting the development of affordable housing; unless 10 percent of a 
town’s housing stock is considered affordable, a developer willing to build housing with affordable units can 
challenge the town for rejecting the development proposal.

Single-family housing zone is an area, or zone, that restricts the building of housing that is not a single, 
detached home.

Testing Lenders include assessments on entities that provide mortgages for homeownership and evaluate if 
a lender practices discriminatory behavior. These tests include the following:

• Face-to-face meetings with loan officers to determine if African-Americans and Latinos are treated 
differently than Whites when trying to gather information about applying for a loan,

• Walk-in tests of branch locations to determine if the front-line staff of lenders treated African-
Americans and Latinos differently than Whites when trying to gather information about applying 
for a loan, and

• Email tests of lenders forms to determine if lenders responded differently to racially identifiable 
names.

Glossary of Key Terms
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Introduction
America’s public schools have long played a role in racial segregation. Over 65 years post-Brown v. Board of 
Education, the U.S. Supreme Court case that declared racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional, 
America’s levels of segregation in schools continue to rise.1 Compared to other states, Connecticut consistently 
has one of the highest rates of school segregation for Black and Latinx students.2 This racial segregation is 
closely linked with economic segregation, concentrating low-income children of color into schools with limited 
resources.3 These schools are poorly resourced because education is funded primarily by local property taxes, 
meaning towns with lower incomes and cheaper property have less money for public schools.4 The experience 
of attending a segregated school with fewer resources directly affects academic achievement.5  

While school segregation is a complex problem, one key cause is residential segregation. Despite the Connecticut 
Supreme Court case Sheff v. O’Neill, which determined Hartford students were living in “racially, ethnically 
and economically isolated” communities, Connecticut’s students typically attend school in the neighborhood 
they live in.6 As such, school integration relies mostly on residential integration. However, the state is far off 
from achieving more integrated communities. 

Residential segregation in Connecticut still exists across and within municipal lines. In fact, living in a 
highly segregated community is particularly common in families with children, whose segregation levels 
are approximately twice as high as those of childless families.7 Seventy-three percent of Black and Latinx 
people live in so-called low and very low opportunity areas compared with 26 percent of white people and 
36 percent of Asian people.8 Approximately half of the state’s Black and Latinx residents live in the two 
percent of land categorized by the state as “very low opportunity.”9 Only nine percent of white residents 
live in the same neighborhoods.10 Opportunity areas are determined by considering educational outcomes, 
economic indicators, and neighborhood quality indicators.11 Research shows that children who grow up in 
higher opportunity areas have significantly better life outcomes, including being in a stable relationship and 
earning greater incomes.12  

It is true that the terms “low opportunity” 
area and “high opportunity” area have 
been widely used and accepted within the 
housing lexicon. Unfortunately, these terms 
misrepresent what these communities are and 
how they became that way. The more accurate 
reflection of a so-called high opportunity 
area is that it is wealthier by design and, as a 
result, higher resourced. The more accurate 
reflection of a so-called low opportunity area 
is that it is poorer by design and, as a result, 
not only lower resourced but has also been 
historically denied resources.

But residential segregation did not just happen. 
It exists today due to a history of racist and 
discriminatory policies, including redlining, 
blockbusting, and restrictive zoning, to say nothing 
of slavery and the subsequent loss of property due 
to “government complicity, fraud and seizures” 
as well as other post-depression and World War 
II public policies that prevented the accumulation 
of wealth for people of color, particularly Black 
people.13 Throughout much of the 20th century, 
federal, state, and local governments used the 
power of law to create neighborhoods that were 
intentionally denied resources and investment. 
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Today, residential segregation in Connecticut—and the subsequent educational segregation—persists due 
to ongoing racial discrimination, current town zoning ordinances, and school district boundaries. This 
report explores the role local zoning commissions and boards of education (BOEs) play in the continued 
segregation of Connecticut’s school districts. We examine statewide data and then deep-dive into a few towns 
in Fairfield County. While we certainly could have focused on any of the various Connecticut counties, we 
selected Fairfield County due to its highly segregated schools, high levels of income inequality, the ongoing 
conversations regarding exclusionary zoning in the area, and the growing population. Our goal is to shed light 
on the ways municipal housing and education policies interact to impede and improve opportunity for and 
investment in Black and Latinx communities. 
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Background
This report focuses on intra-municipal segregation, or segregation within a town. While much research has 
been done on segregation across town lines in Connecticut, less attention has been given to the patterns of 
segregation and racially distinct neighborhoods within town lines. The background section of this report 
proceeds in the following order: first, we outline the consequences of attending a school in a segregated 
neighborhood; then, we review the past and present causes of residential segregation; and finally, we discuss 
how Connecticut’s education systems further contribute to educational segregation.

Consequences of Attending a School in a Segregated Neighborhood

The consequences of intra-municipal segregation are well-documented. First, lower-income Black and Latinx 
people commonly live in neighborhoods with fewer resources than white people. Due to structural racism and 
systematic inequality, Connecticut’s Black and Latinx residents are poorer on average than white residents and 
are disproportionately affected by the challenges listed below.14  The experience of this social and economic 
disadvantage depresses student performance in the following areas: 

• Poor students are three to four times more likely to experience chronic absenteeism—or missing 
more than 10 percent of school days per year—due to factors such as frequent illness, violence in 
the community, frequent familial moves, or caring for siblings.15 The more frequently students miss 
school, the worse their academic performance is.16  

• Poor families, particularly poor Black families, are more likely to experience eviction and the 
subsequent frequent moves. Children who change schools experience declines in educational 
achievement, due to interruptions in instruction, disruption of peer networks, and interference with 
the development of close, personal relationships.17  

• Further, the housing conditions of poor families may not be conducive to academic success. 
Approximately 14 percent of school-aged children have no broadband connection at home;18 many 
lack a quiet place to study alone;19 and childhood exposure to lead, which most frequently affects 
children of color, influences later academic achievement.20 

• Food insecurity, which includes reduced frequency, quality, and variety of meals, has been shown to 
reduce a child’s chance of graduating from high school21 and leaves them less physically, mentally, 
emotionally, and socially ready to perform effectively in school and beyond.22 

• Affected by the stressors of poverty and racism, low-income children of color are at a greater risk of 
developing mental health problems and are less likely to receive effective treatment.23 In the absence 
of treatment, children with mental illness are likely to face challenges in school.24 

The challenges students face do not stand alone, but instead interact with one another. A student may be absent 
from class due to a combination of food insecurity, housing insecurity, mental health challenges, and beyond. 
Thus, even with the highest quality of instruction, poor students who are concentrated into higher poverty 
neighborhoods face academic challenges that depress student performance. 
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But these students do not receive the same type of education as white students and students from wealthy families. 
Children who experience similar disadvantages—such as housing and food insecurity—are concentrated into 
racially and economically homogeneous schools where they often receive a lower quality education due 
to an array of factors. Black and Latinx students are five times more likely to attend a high poverty school 
than white students.25 In racially segregated, high-poverty schools, there are fewer resources, more teacher 
turnover, and less experienced teachers.26 Further, many of these schools have higher rates of school discipline 
pushing Black and Latinx students out of the classroom.27 The combination of these experiences depresses 
student performance. The trauma associated with being a low-income student of color combined with the 
experience of attending a high-poverty racially segregated school deeply affects the educational experience 
of children of color. Intra-municipal residential segregation, or segregation of a town into racially distinct 
neighborhoods, is one cause of segregated schools. The residential segregation of Connecticut’s towns did not 
happen by accident. It exists due to a history of racist and discriminatory policies that deliberately set Black 
and Brown neighborhoods up to fail. 

Past and Present Causes of Residential Segregation

Connecticut’s residential segregation can be dated back to the 1920s with the Zoning Enabling Act, which 
was passed by the 1923 Connecticut General Assembly. This land-use law enabled municipalities to enact 
“local ordinances that made housing construction in selected neighborhoods affordable only for upper-class 
families, thereby blocking out lower-income families. Today we call this ‘exclusionary zoning.’28” In the 
1930s, through a practice known as redlining, neighborhoods in Hartford, New Haven, and Waterbury were 
color-coded by the Federal Housing Administration and graded as red and yellow, deeming their houses and 
neighborhoods as unfit for mortgages from private lenders. Meanwhile, neighborhoods in wealthier and more 
expensive suburbs such as New Canaan and Darien were color-coded in green to suggest they were the best 
places for mortgage investment.29 White, wealthy and middle-class residents who wanted to purchase houses 
in green zones literally received the “green light” to purchase homes with subsidized loans from the federal 
government, but this very same legal structure prevented Black families from achieving homeownership and 
thus prevented the creation of Black intergenerational wealth. Even when Black residents were able to afford 
a home in green-coded neighborhoods, property deeds across Connecticut restricted the purchase of certain 
homes to white people only, a practice now deemed illegal and unenforceable by the U.S. Supreme Court. 
This made it impossible for people of color and Jewish people to move into white suburban neighborhoods.30 

The private sector collaborated with the government in creating America’s system of segregative housing. 
Realtors profited from this restrictive zoning through a process known as blockbusting. For example, real 
estate agents pressured white Bloomfield residents to sell homes at lower rates due to an influx of Black 
neighbors. They then sold those properties at extremely high costs to Black people.31  

While practices such as redlining and blockbusting are illegal today, they have an ongoing legacy. Three out of 
every four neighborhoods redlined on government maps 80 years ago are still struggling economically. They 
tend to be home to primarily people of color, and residents have substantially lower incomes on average.32 
In the New Haven metro area, the racially divided neighborhoods created in the 1930s still exist today, with 
redlined areas such as Dwight, West River, and the Hill primarily populated by lower-income Black and 
Latinx residents. Similar patterns likely exist throughout Connecticut.33 
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Residential segregation also persists due to ongoing racial discrimination and current town zoning ordinances. 
While redlining is formally illegal today, people of color are still at an increased risk for discriminatory 
treatment when applying for mortgages. Black people in Connecticut receive less favorable treatment in half 
of mortgage lending race tests.34 For example, they are more likely to be referred to a program for people with 
credit problems, despite having a higher than average credit score, and more likely to qualify for smaller loans 
with higher interest rates than whites with lower incomes and credit scores.35  

In addition, Connecticut’s towns have exclusionary and restrictive zoning ordinances. The language of zoning 
today is less viscerally racist than past regulations, but the effects are much the same. Several facets of 
exclusionary zoning work in tandem to exclude people of color, including minimum lot size requirements and 
restrictions on building multi-family housing. In Connecticut, wealthier towns and wealthier neighborhoods 
require larger minimum lot sizes, which leads to increased house prices,36 and therefore, less diverse 
neighborhoods. Restrictions on developing multi-family housing and subsidized affordable housing function 
in a similar way, concentrating more affordable forms of housing into specific neighborhoods.37 Often justified 
by superficially-neutral appeals to the desire for green lawns, quiet streets, and preserved neighborhood 
character,38 these requirements have the silent but obvious effect of creating a minimum floor for housing 
prices in largely white neighborhoods. This floor operates to exclude Black families who, because of the 
historical structures preventing the creation of intergenerational wealth, simply cannot afford the housing that 
is intentionally placed out of their reach.

How Our Education Systems Contributes to Segregated Schools

When it comes to understanding school segregation, focusing on housing and zoning restrictions leave the 
story partially told. Our education systems also play a significant role in determining the populations that 
attend our schools, selecting which students are chosen from which areas. In tandem with housing and zoning 
policies, school attendance zones have the ability to reduce or increase segregation in schools. 

Segregation in Connecticut schools cannot be discussed without mentioning the well-known Sheff v. O’Neill 
1989 lawsuit. The suit, which was filed by a coalition of parents in Hartford’s urban and suburban areas, the 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund, The American Civil Liberties Union, the Connecticut Civil Liberties Union, 
and Martha Stone of the Center for Children’s Advocacy charged that segregation in Hartford’s school system 
created an educational experience that was inherently separate and unequal.39 

At the time of the filing of the case, only 11 percent of Hartford students were enrolled in an integrated school 
system.40 As defined by Sheff, integrated schools are those in which no more than 75 percent of the school 
population is Black or Latinx, and no less than 25 percent is white or Asian.41 The case charged that racial 
segregation in Hartford schools as well as economic disparities and isolation in Hartford and the surrounding 
regions created these inequalities.42 

In 1996, the Connecticut Supreme Court ruled that Hartford schools were “racially, ethnically and 
economically isolated” and, as a result, schools in the region had not provided students with a “substantially 
equal educational opportunity,” violating Connecticut’s constitution.43 A memorandum on the ruling stated 
that while the Hartford Public Schools had not intentionally segregated its minority students, it “recognized 
that the State had created local school districts, which it identified as the most important factor contributing to 
the concentration of racial and ethnic minorities in Hartford.”44 
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Since the ruling, there have been several legal settlements focused on using race-based quotas in Hartford 
magnet schools to promote integration. The most recently approved settlement in January 2020 did away with 
race-based quotas in favor of enrollment based on socio-economic factors.45 The Sheff settlement now defines 
an integrated school as a school in which no more than 60 percent of students are of low economic status, and 
no less than 30 percent are of high economic status.46 Currently, about “44-49 percent” of Hartford students 
attend integrated schools as a result of ongoing efforts following the Sheff case.47  

The school integration efforts of the Sheff case center around the city opening and investing in a number of 
magnet schools, school choice, and school busing programs. While there are some ways this achieved the 
case’s aims to integrate schools as a means of providing equitable education, critics say that the settlements 
inadvertently “created two school districts,”48 with traditional public city schools being relegated to a second-
class status. While the “heavily state-funded magnet schools erected after the Sheff ruling were the stuff of 
educational dreams,” boasting higher test scores and proficiency rates among their students, exam scores 
and reading proficiency results in some of Hartford’s public schools “would indicate that we’re going 
backwards.”49 Part of the reason that the Sheff settlements switched to socioeconomic status as a measure of 
integration rather than race/ethnicity is because Sheff magnet schools were denying Black and Latinx students 
available spaces, due to there not being enough white students to meet integration quotas, giving suburban 
white families unequal influence over these schools.

“Suburbanites fretted over what it 
would mean for their affluent districts. It 
turned out that the magnets, nearly half 
located beyond the city’s borders, would 
offer extra opportunities for suburban 
children as city neighborhood schools 
sunk into deeper segregation.”50 

even though it hinges upon the maintenance of effort and continual negotiations of Stipulations, continues to 
do its part to advance school integration in the Hartford region. 

However, it is important to remember that the Sheff verdict and settlements are not the cause of segregation in 
Hartford region schools. As proponents of Sheff argue, the “failure to provide high-quality, integrated education 
to Hartford students of color long predates the Sheff lawsuit.”52 As this report explores, the segregation and 
disparities brought up by critics of Sheff are not unique to Hartford, and more accurately reflect “the inadequacy 
of state efforts”53 to provide equitable educational access and opportunity. 

The success and shortcomings of Sheff show that while the Sheff model is a solution to school segregation, 
it cannot be the solution. The Sheff case serves as an example of the power that state legislatures and BOEs 
have on school integration. It also touches on the importance of recognizing the influences of location and 
residential segregation when creating solutions to end segregation. When talking about housing segregation, 
it is common to talk about the effects of practices such as restrictive zoning and redlining. It is important 
when talking about school segregation that we look at the effects of BOEs drawing school attendance zones. 
School attendance zones are boundaries drawn within school districts that choose from which areas schools 
enroll students. By drawing school attendance zones, BOEs effectively select which populations attend which 
schools. 

The January 2020 Sheff settlement is by far the most 
hopeful indication of things to come as it relates to 
school desegregation. According to Martha Stone, 
one of the lead attorneys for the plaintiffs in the case 
and Executive Director of the Center for Children’s 
Advocacy, the Phase V Stipulation planning work that 
requires the State to consider and determine additional 
opportunities for Hartford students to attend integrated 
schools is “one of the most significant pieces of [the] 
agreement.”51 Thus illustrating that the Sheff case, 
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BOEs consider a number of factors when drawing attendance zone lines, including distance traveled. 
Considering that Connecticut is one of the most segregated areas in the country, both in terms of housing and 
wealth,54 basing school attendance on where students live can serve to recreate existing segregation.55 This 
can lead to segregation of schools both within and between districts. Due to historic and ongoing racist factors 
such as redlining, housing inequities, and white flight, stratification of segregation between urban, rural, and 
suburban districts is usually greater than the stratification of segregation within a district.56  

While Brown v. Board of Education promoted the integration of America’s school system, the 1974 U.S. 
Supreme Court case Milliken v. Bradley stated that school districts did not have to integrate if school district 
lines were not drawn with racist intent.57 In 2007, the U.S. Supreme Court decided that an individual person’s 
race cannot be used to determine where they go to school, further leaving people of color subject to attendance 
zones drawn around historically racist government policies and practices.58 

However, the majority opinion still allows BOEs to use demographic data when deciding where to build new 
schools or draw attendance zones.59 Where a person goes to school is determined by BOE drawn “school 
attendance zones,” which use factors like location and area demographics to determine where schools are 
built and which schools students attend. Because of this, education systems can actually play a role in school 
segregation through their own drawing of school zone boundaries, and have the potential to increase, recreate, 
or decrease the underlying residential segregation of their areas.

One tool that Connecticut possesses to deal with segregation in its schools is the Racial Imbalance Law.  
Since its passing in 1969, the Racial Imbalance Law has gone through a number of iterations, but currently, 
it requires that:

“Each board of education shall annually 
submit, in such manner and at such 
time as specified by the Commissioner 
of Education, information on the racial 
composition of each school by grade, the 
racial composition of the teaching staff of 
each school, and the number of pupils in 
each elementary school who are eligible 
to receive free or reduced-price lunches 
pursuant to federal law and regulation.” 
(CGS SS 10-226)
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1. The board of education policy statement addressing racial imbalance in the 
school district;

2. A description of the process the board of education undertook to prepare the plan;

3. Presentation and analysis of relevant data, including (A) projections of the racial 
composition of the public schools in the school district for the subsequent five-
year period under the proposed plan, (B) analysis of conditions that have caused 
or are contributing to racial imbalance in the school district, and (C) analysis 
of student achievement in the cited school as compared to other schools in the 
district;

4. The proposed methods for eliminating racial imbalance and for preventing 
its recurrence in the school district.  These methods may include voluntary 
interdistrict and intradistrict enrollment plans acceptable to the State Board of 
Education as an alternative to mandatory pupil reassignment, provided any such 
voluntary enrollment plan addresses methods which will be used to increase 
student achievement;

5. Identification of proposed school construction and school closings, if any, and an 
explanation of any impact on the plan;

6. Specific proposals for minimizing any disruptive effects of plan implementation;

7. Provisions for monitoring plan implementation and evaluating plan effectiveness, 
including procedures for revising and updating the plan, if necessary.

8. A timetable for completion of each step in the plan and for implementation of the 
plan as a whole;

9. Demonstration that school district resources have been equitably allocated among 
all schools within the district; and

10. Demonstration that any disparity in student achievement levels among schools 
is being addressed and a description of the methods being used to decrease the 
disparity.

BOEs must report on the percentage of minority students (minority being defined as groups defined by the 
U.S. Census Bureau as non-white, extended to groups identifying as Hispanic or Latinx in 2003)60 in each 
school compared to the percentage of minority students in the overall school district.61 If the percentage 
of minority students in a school is 25 percentage points higher or lower than the percentage of minority 
students in the district, the school is deemed racially imbalanced. A school is determined to have an impending 
racial imbalance if the difference in percentage is 15 percentage points higher or lower. A BOE with racially 
imbalanced schools must submit to the Connecticut State Board of Education (SBE) a plan to correct the 
school that is deemed racially imbalanced unless the school is determined to be a diverse school.62 A plan shall 
include at least the following items:

“
“
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Such plans are subject to continuing 
review by the SBE. If a BOE is 
determined to not be meeting the 
timetables set by their plan, then the 
SBE will investigate the reasons for 
any discrepancy. If the SBE finds the 
BOE “has failed to take substantial 
steps to implement the plan in 
accordance with the timetable,” then 
the SBE will notify the BOE of the 
failure to comply with the provisions 
of the Racial Balance Law, and 
“may undertake such other actions 
as may be authorized by law to 
cause the board of education to be in 
compliance.”63 

This law is one of several important 
efforts by Connecticut’s BOEs to 
prevent segregated schools, and many 
BOEs have and continue to ensure 
a racial balance within their school 
districts. In fact, the Connecticut 
Association of Boards of Education 
has done remarkable, intentional 
work of late to prioritize diversity, 
equity, and inclusion. Unfortunately, 
despite these efforts, several 
municipalities in Connecticut still 
have schools with noted imbalances 
or pending imbalances. Nonetheless, 
much of this segregation persists due 
to residential segregation, which is 
outside of the purview of the SBE.  
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Methods
The purpose of this report is to explore the way zoning boards and BOEs may contribute to school segregation 
and differing educational outcomes. Our first data set considers the link between restrictions on building 
multi-family housing and various outcomes in education, housing affordability, and town diversity. We used 
the following data: 

• Zoning regulations, specifically laws regarding construction of multi-family housing and minimum 
lot size, are from The Cities, Suburbs, & Schools Project from Trinity College and the Connecticut 
Fair Housing Center collected in 2013.64 Staff at Connecticut Voices for Children updated indicators 
for (1) multi-family housing to determine whether a town allows multi-family housing by right, by 
exception, or not at all and (2) the minimum size lot regulation (in acres) allowed in each town for 
single family homes.65 

• Data on the percentage of housing considered affordable are from the Connecticut Department of 
Housing 2019 Affordable Housing Appeals Listing, which provides data on the percentage of housing 
that is considered affordable in towns across the state.66 

• Data on per-pupil funding, student-teacher ratios, and student demographics are from the Connecticut 
Department of Education EdSight data portal. Data are from the 2019-2020 school year.67 

• Average median income data is from the 2018 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Table 
S1903.68 

After collecting the data, we calculated the average (mean) and median of each selected indicator for towns 
that don’t allow multi-family housing, towns that allow multi-family housing with special permit approval, 
and towns that allow multi-family housing by right. The indicators considered were percentage of housing 
considered affordable, per-pupil funding, minimum lot size, student-teacher ratio, student demographics, and 
median income. 

Our second data set maps the residential zones, school attendance zones, and school demographics in 
Greenwich, Stratford, Trumbull, and Weston. We collected the zoning regulation maps provided by each 
town’s Planning and Zoning Department,69 and simplified maps approximately show the minimum lot size in 
acres for single-family housing, and if multi-family housing is allowed in the various residential, commercial, 
and mixed-use zones.  We then overlaid the zoning maps with the school attendance zones from the 2015-
2016 School Attendance Boundary Survey available from the National Center for Education Statistics.70 On 
the maps, we also indicated the percentage of Black and Brown students attending each elementary school 
with data from the aforementioned EdSight Data Portal.71 The mapping process was completed using ArcGIS, 
a geographic information system which maps data and locations through interactive maps.72 

We presented the data on September 15, 2020, in a data walk,73 where we reviewed our research with 
various community leaders and advocates in the education and housing sectors and co-created the policy 
recommendations that follow.
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Analysis
Statewide Data Analysis
We first considered statewide data to illustrate how more restrictive guidelines on the construction of multi-
family housing consistently leads to more exclusionary neighborhoods, with wealthier residents, more funding 
for schools, and more white students. When considering the ease and ability to build multi-family housing, we 
categorized towns into three categories: multi-family housing not allowed, multi-family housing allowed by 
exception only, and multi-family housing allowed by right.

To be categorized as “multi-family housing not allowed,” no section of the town’s zoning code made mention 
of the construction of this type of housing, or the zoning code explicitly said multi-family housing was not 
allowed. To be categorized as “multi-family housing by exception only,” the zoning code made mention of 
special permits or approval processes that developers are able to request or go through in order to construct 
multi-family housing. Requiring special permits or another type of action can create development uncertainty, 
increase the cost of land and development, and stimulate opposition to new constructions.74 Finally, to be 
categorized as “multi-family housing allowed by right,” the town zoning code must have specified that multi-
family housing is allowed with no special approval, commonly referred to as “by-right,” so long as that 
development meets all other zoning regulations, such as minimum lot size, density requirements, and parking 
requirements. 

After towns were categorized by zoning regulations, we calculated the average (mean) and median for 
various indicators within each category, such as percent of affordable housing and minimum lot size. This 
categorization revealed consistent correlations between more exclusionary neighborhoods that are whiter and 
wealthier and restricting the construction of multi-family housing. 

Figure 1, Figure 2, and Figure 3 reveal that as zoning regulations become less restrictive, housing becomes 
more affordable and schools become more diverse, but student-teacher ratios also become larger which 
provides a lower quality of education for children in those schools. 

Figure 1. Communities That Limit Multi-Family Housing (MFH) Are Much Less Affordable Than Communities That Allow MFH Outright By Law
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Figure 1 measures the average and median percentage of housing deemed affordable,75 indicating that 
communities that don’t allow multi-family housing have less affordable housing than those that allow multi-
family housing by exception, and substantially less affordable housing than communities where multi-family 
housing is allowed by right. This suggests that allowing the construction of multi-family housing is one key 
step in making communities more affordable.

Figure 2. Communities That Limit Multi-Family Housing (MFH) Have Lower Student Racial and Ethnic Diversity 
Than Communities That Allow MFH Outright By Law

Figure 2 measures the average and median percentage of Black and Hispanic76 students in each type of town, 
revealing a correlation between higher percentages of Black and Hispanic students and allowing multi-family 
housing by right, as opposed to by exception or not at all.

Figure 3. Communities That Limit Multi-Family Housing (MFH) Have Inequitably Better
Student-Teacher Ratios Than Communities that Allow MFH Outright By Law
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Figure 3 measures the average and median student-teacher ratio in each type of town, revealing a correlation 
between a higher student-teacher ratio and allowing multi-family housing by right, as opposed to by exception 
or not at all. 

Figure 4, Figure 5, and Figure 6 reveal that as zoning regulations become less restrictive, lot size and median 
income decreases, making towns more affordable and accessible to residents of all income levels, but per-
pupil funding also decreases, meaning students in those towns do not receive an equitable education.

Figure 4. Communities That Limit Multi-Family Housing (MFH) Have Harder-to-Afford 
Minimum Lot Sizes Than Communities That Allow MFH Outright By Law 

Figure 4 measures the average and median lot size minimums in each type of a town, revealing a correlation 
between allowing a smaller lot size and allowing multi-family housing by right, as opposed to by exception 
or not at all. This indicates that towns that allow multi-family housing are more likely to have more generally 
affordable options due to smaller lot sizes for single-family, duplex, and multi-family homes.

Figure 5. Communities That Limit Multi-Family Housing Concentrate Wealth with Higher Median 
Household Incomes Than Communities That Allow MFH Outright By Law
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Figure 5 measures the average and median household income in each type of town, revealing a correlation 
between lower incomes in a town and the town allowing multi-family housing by right, as opposed to by 
exception or not at all.

Figure 6. Communities That Limit Multi-Family Housing (MFH) Inequitably Receive More 
Per Pupil Funding Than Communities That Allow MFH Outright By Law

Figure 6 measures the average and median per-pupil funding in each type of town, revealing a correlation 
between less per-pupil funding for a school district and the town that school district is in allowing multi-
family housing by right, as opposed to by exception or not at all. 

Together, Figures 1-6 reveal that towns that allow multi-family housing by right, as opposed to by exception 
or not at all, have more affordable housing, smaller lot sizes, and more diverse schools. However, the students 
in these towns also experience larger student-teacher ratios and less per-pupil funding. 

Fairfield County Data Analysis 
In addition to gathering statewide data, Connecticut Voices for Children also explored how zoning laws affect 
school demographics on a town-by-town level. For this, we took a closer look at elementary schools in four 
Fairfield Country towns: Greenwich, Stratford, Trumbull, and Weston. By overlaying town zoning regulations 
onto school attendance zones and examining the racial demographic data of the individual schools that fell 
within the zones, we were able to examine the effects of zoning restrictions and residential segregation on 
school segregation.
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The map of Greenwich shows an area with a variety of zoning restrictions throughout the town. The majority 
of the town is zoned for single family housing, with varying minimum lot size requirements. The largest zone 
only allows for single family housing, and has the largest minimum lot requirement. We can also observe 
that this zone has the smallest population of minority students in its single elementary school. On the other 
hand, the relatively small areas in Greenwich that allow multi-family housing have the highest population 
of minority elementary school students in the town. Of the 11 elementary schools in Greenwich, two have 
current racial imbalances, and an additional three have impending racial imbalances. The elementary schools 
with current racial imbalances, as well as the highest population of minority students, are located in areas 
zoned for multi-family housing. The school with the smallest population of minority students, which has an 
impending racial imbalance, is located in the most restrictive zone.

Stratford, in comparison to Greenwich, has less restrictive zoning, with smaller minimum lot size, and a larger 
portion of the town that allows for multi-family housing. However, we see that the least restrictive zoning 
is concentrated in the center of the town, along with the schools with the largest populations of minority 
students. We can also observe that, while Stratford does have four schools with impending racial imbalances, 
every school in Stratford has a minority population over 40 percent (the percentage of minority students in 
Connecticut overall).
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The map of Trumbull contains several school attendance zones, almost all of which allow for some multi-
family housing. In addition to multi-family housing being dispersed throughout the town, we also see that 
there are no impending or current racial imbalances in Trumbull. It is important to note that the entire town 
overall has high minimum lot requirements. As mentioned earlier, these higher minimum lot size requirements 
increase property prices and create barriers to affordability for Black and Brown families.

Of the four towns reviewed, Weston has the most limiting and restrictive zoning regulations. The entire town 
is zoned for single-family housing, and the minimum lot requirements are all two acres or above. There are 
no impending or current racial imbalances to observe in Weston. However, the overall population of minority 
students in the district is small. Only about 25 percent of elementary school students in Weston are minorities, 
compared to the overall Connecticut percentage of 40 percent. 

Overall, when examining the four town maps together, we see that the schools with the largest populations 
of minority students tend to be in school attendance zones that overlay areas with the least restrictive zoning 
regulations. As mentioned in the earlier analysis of the collected statewide data, towns that allow for multi-
family housing are more likely to be accessible to lower-income families and have more affordable housing. 
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Therefore, it stands to reason that the areas within towns that allow for multi-family housing are most likely 
more accessible and affordable to families of color who are disproportionately low-income. Schools in these 
areas contain more minority students, most likely due to the underlying segregation caused by these barriers. 
Towns that are wholly or partially restrictive in their zoning create areas that are harder for families of color to 
access, and these barriers to access are reflected in the lower populations of minority students in their schools 
and districts. 
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Policy Recommendations
To generate the policy recommendations listed in this report, Connecticut Voices for Children hosted a data 
walk on September 15, 2020. In the data walk, an array of non-profit leaders and community advocates in 
the housing and education sectors considered the data presented and discussed possible policies to ameliorate 
the problems identified. We have categorized policy recommendations into three general categories: housing-
focused solutions, education-focused solutions, and solutions to address other structural issues.

Housing-Focused Policy Recommendations
Connecticut must take immediate action to create more affordable housing. Fifty percent of renters 
statewide spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing, a benchmark conventionally used to 
indicate that a tenant is cost-burdened.77 As previously highlighted, several facets of exclusionary zoning 
policies interact with each other to restrict the development of affordable forms of housing. Allowing 
multi-family housing by right is one part of this equation. In addition, Connecticut Voices for Children 
echoes the recommendations of Desegregate Connecticut, Open Communities Alliance, and others, which, if 
implemented, would work to overhaul land use laws to expand housing diversity, increase housing supply, and 
improve processes that prevent new development. These recommendations include the following: 

• Enable accessory dwelling units (ADUs). ADUs are a secondary housing unit built on a single-
family residential lot. ADUs can include detached new constructions on the lot, garage conversions, 
an apartment build on top of a garage, or a basement unit.78 These small spaces “cater to seniors, 
young adults, and multi-generational families.”79 Allowing one ADU allowed by right on any single 
family lot could create thousands of new affordable housing options in Connecticut.80 

• Reduce excessive parking requirements. The wealthiest towns in Connecticut impose the highest 
minimum parking requirements, mandating 2+ parking spaces for every unit. This has an exclusionary 
effect because it makes building multi-family housing more costly. Connecticut should cap parking 
requirements at 1 space per studio or 1-bedroom unit and 2 spaces for a 2+-bedroom unit.81 

• Standardize permitting and hearing procedures. Multi-family buildings should be treated the 
same as single family buildings when it comes to permit reviews or special hearings.82 In many 
municipalities, there is no special hearing required for the construction of single family housing. We 
recommend the same process for the construction of multi-family housing units.

• Remove references to maintaining the “character” of a neighborhood. Currently, towns are able 
to reject new housing developments if they do not fit with the “character” of a neighborhood.83 These 
claims exist to keep multi-family developments out of towns and are part of a long history of coded 
language used to keep people of color from moving into white towns. 

• Remove jurisdictional authority for public housing authorities (PHAs). This policy, spearhead 
by Elm City Communities and Open Communities Alliance, enables PHAs to develop in areas with 
high resources beyond the current lines of jurisdiction. As stated in Connecticut Voices for Children’s 
2020-2022 Issue Briefing Book, “Currently, Connecticut PHAs, which develop and maintain publicly-
owned subsidized housing and have some authority to administer Housing Choice Vouchers, operate 
within municipalities. (A handful of PHAs in Connecticut also have the ability to develop affordable 
housing.) Expanding their authority to include up to 30 miles beyond municipal boundaries would 
encourage voucher usage across the state, ensure affordable housing is located and maintained across 
the state, and, for those PHAs that have the ability, aid in the development of deeply affordable 
housing for residents that need it.”84 
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Connecticut must strengthen Section 8-30g of the Connecticut General Statutes. Section 8-30g of the 
Connecticut General Statutes also promotes the development of affordable housing. The law states that 
unless 10 percent of a town’s housing stock is considered affordable, a developer willing to build housing 
with affordable units can challenge the town for rejecting the development proposal.85 But many affordable 
housing advocates criticize the law for several reasons. First, towns can show the development would threaten 
public safety in some way, thus denying the development altogether. Judges have ruled in favor of towns due 
to issues related to wastewater or increased traffic. Next, towns can qualify for four-year moratoriums from 
the law if they can prove progress towards supplying affordable housing. And finally, because Section 8-30g 
provides no penalties for failure to develop affordable housing, in the absence of developers actively seeking 
to build, towns have little reason to put effort towards creating affordable housing.86 While the various flaws 
of the law may have us questioning its efficacy, Connecticut should reject any and all efforts to weaken or 
eliminate Section 8-30g. In fact, Connecticut should do the opposite and strengthen Section 8-30g.  

To strengthen Section 8-30g, there must be better “carrots and sticks” for towns who fail to comply. The 
following are three examples:

• Let desegregation determine the dollars. Bill Collins, the former mayor of Norwalk, suggests 
reforming Connecticut’s Education Cost Sharing (ECS) grant by linking the amount of funding a 
town receives to the amount of affordable housing units that town has.87 Another proposal from New 
Haven’s mayor, Justin Elicker, suggests “levying an additional property tax on every community that 
has a housing stock where less than 10 percent of the units are considered affordable.”88 The funds 
would then be distributed to towns that do meet the affordable housing threshold.89 Taxing towns that 
fail to meet their affordable housing obligations would, at best, provide incentive for wealthy towns 
to develop affordable housing, and, at worst, create a new funding source for urban communities to 
invest in education, housing, and other resources for their residents. Whether towns that invest in and 
build sufficient amounts of affordable housing get more funding for their school districts or towns 
with insufficient amounts of affordable housing are made to fund low income school districts through 
levying an additional tax, letting desegregation determine the dollars is a viable approach.

• Create an appeals process for decisions from water and sewer commissions. If a Planning or 
Zoning Commission rejects a developer’s proposal for affordable housing, the developer can appeal 
the decision. However, if the project is rejected due to a Water and Sewer Commission, the developer 
has no authority to appeal. Section 8-30g’s appeal process only applies to agencies which exercise 
zoning and planning powers.90 But many projects are rejected due to concerns regarding wastewater 
and sewer infrastructure.91 Research from the American Planning Association recommends broadening 
the scope by which a developer can make an appeal to include Water and Sewer Commissions, or any 
other governing body that may result in a rejected application.92 

• Adopt a bedroom mix policy. Massachusetts has a similar affordable housing law, known as Chapter 
40B.93 One key difference between the two laws is that Massachusetts includes a bedroom mix policy, 
which requires at least 10 percent of affordable units in a development to contain three or more 
bedrooms. Access to affordable housing is critical for low-income families with children, yet many 
affordable units are studio apartments or 1-bedrooms.94 Adopting a bedroom mix policy would ensure 
that families and children have access to safe and high quality housing.
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Education-Focused Policy Recommendations 
Addressing residential segregation is the most straightforward approach to combat and alleviate the aspects of 
school segregation highlighted in this report, hence the reason why the housing-focused solutions outnumber 
the education-focused and other solutions.  However, there are additional steps that should be taken to address 
segregation from the educational standpoint. While we address the ways we limit movement, housing, and 
zoning boundaries, we should take time to address the boundaries and limitations created by our education 
system.

Connecticut should continue its push for regionalization. School districts in Connecticut face large disparities 
in educational achievement and access to resources.95 Race often plays a huge role in these disparities, with 
previous Connecticut Voices for Children research observing that not only do Black students in Connecticut 
face huge disparities in outcomes, but are also often highly concentrated in several districts throughout the 
state.96 Studies show that most of Connecticut’s school districts serve student populations that are either 
majority white, more than 75 percent white, majority people of color, or more than 75 percent people of color. 

As this report and others have discussed, a racially segregated school district is often synonymous with an 
under resourced school district. According to a report by the School and State Finance Project, there currently 
exists a $312 million funding gap between school districts that have a majority students of color and majority 
white students.97 Diverse school districts, defined as having populations between 25 and 75 percent students 
of color, also are underfunded compared to school districts that are not diverse, by about $327 million.98 The 
study found that districts with majority students of color spend about $2,300 less per student than districts 
with majority white students.99 In total, students in majority people of color or diverse school districts are $639 
million short of receiving an education equitable to their peers in majority white school districts. 

The Education Cost Sharing (ECS) formula attempts to balance factors like town wealth and student need; 
however, it should also take into account disparities that exist due to an ongoing history of racism. Connecticut 
could make adjustments to the ECS formula (or even the way we fund school construction) with a focus on 
racial and socioeconomic equity like our previous recommendation to let desegregation determine the dollars, 
or it could regionalize school districts. Regionalization allows the opportunity for desegregation and to share 
and consolidate resources between school districts. While we do not offer specifics on how, any plan for 
regionalization should have significant local input and buy-in.

Connecticut should look to the January 10, 2020 Sheff v. O’Neill “Stipulation and Proposed Order” for 
an array of viable education recommendations.100 While the stipulation speaks to the Hartford region, the 
recommendations can also be implemented in regions across the state. In particular, the following Phase V 
recommendations are worth highlighting:

• Impact and efficacy of expanding regional pre-kindergarten centers in Hartford and suburban 
towns with themes that would attract students across the region. Early care has both economic 
and academic benefits. The benefits of preparing children to learn in school are particularly robust for 
children from disenfranchised communities.101 Given that affordable housing is limited, evictions are 
not uncommon in Connecticut. Even worse, evictions have a disparate impact on Black women whose 
wages or public benefits are insufficient to sustain housing costs due to Connecticut’s affordability 
crisis. One in five Black women report they have faced an eviction, compared with one in 12 Latinx 
women, and one in 15 women generally.102 Should housing stability be an issue for a family, regional 
pre-kindergarten can ensure that child has an uninterrupted educational foundation.
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• Identify school facilities that are underutilized or slated to close in Hartford or Sheff region
suburban districts to repurpose the facility or facilities as “regional Open Choice schools” or
“regional Interdistrict magnet schools” or “regional Sheff CTECS schools.” Connecticut BOEs
often build schools and facilities based on projected student populations within their municipal lines.
While the birthrate naturally fluctuates in any given town, there are some years where schools and
facilities are underutilized or not at all utilized. Repurposing those schools and facilities as “regional
Open Choice schools” or “regional Interdistrict magenet schools” or “regional Sheff CTECS schools”
not only enables towns to keep those schools open and full, they also enable a geographically diverse
and potentially racially diverse student make-up.

Addressing Other Structural Issues 
In addition to developing more affordable housing through land use reform and strengthening Section 8-30g, 
Connecticut should consider broader ways to address disparities in wealth and income that concentrate 
primarily Black and Latinx residents into lower-resourced communities. 

Connecticut needs a fair tax system that works for everyone. Connecticut has a regressive tax system 
which exacerbates rising economic inequality and slows economic growth.103 The effective state and local 
tax rate in Connecticut ranges from an average of 23.6 percent for working-class families (measured as the 
bottom 50 percent of the income distribution), to 13.3 percent for middle-class families (measured as the next 
40 percent of the income distribution), and to 7.4 percent for the wealthiest families (measured as the top 
one percent of the income distribution).104 This means that working- and middle-class families pay a larger 
share of their income to taxes than the wealthiest families in Connecticut. A fair tax system will address the 
disparities in wealth and income. To learn more about how to address the regressive nature of Connecticut’s 
tax system, please see our 2020-2021 Issue Briefing Book. 

Connecticut needs a minimum wage in line with Connecticut’s living wage. The Connecticut United 
Way’s Asset Limited Income Constrained Employed (ALICE) report revealed that 40 percent of households 
have an income which falls below what is needed to pay for basic necessities such as housing, food, child 
care, health care, technology, and transportation.105 The report found that a household survival budget for two 
adults, one infant, and one preschooler is just under $91,000, requiring an hourly wage of $45.33 if one adult 
is working, or approximately $22.67 per hour if each adult works a full time job.106 Yet 45 percent of jobs in 
Connecticut pay less than $20 an hour.107 While Connecticut is on track to raise the minimum wage to $15 
per hour by 2023,108 Connecticut Voices for Children recommends the Connecticut General Assembly raise 
that wage faster, particularly in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, and create plans to ensure workers are 
earning a living wage.109 

Connecticut needs to create additional pathways for minority homeownership. Homeownership rates 
for Black and Latinx people consistently hover around 42 percent to 47 percent, while white people have 
a homeownership rate of around 72 percent.110 This disparity is a key contributor to the racial wealth gap 
between white families and families of color. While Connecticut has made efforts to increase homeownership 
among minority and lower-income households, large disparities still exist. One foundational challenge is 
discriminatory treatment in finding homes and applying for mortgages. Research from the Connecticut Fair 
Housing Center found that Black people received less favorable treatment in 50 percent of mortgage lending-
race tests. Very high-income Black residents were more likely to be denied home purchase than low-income 
white residents.111 To address this problem, Connecticut should do the following: 

https://ctvoices.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Issue-Briefing-Book-2020-Final.pdf
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• Continue to Test Lenders. The Connecticut Fair Housing Center has been unable to test all lenders
that its data analysis has indicated that were at risk for violating the Fair Housing Act, which bans
discrimination in lending.112 Testing lenders is a key way to identify which lenders are most likely to
behave in discriminatory ways, and report those that are breaking the law.

• Improve Access to Credit. Improving access to credit is a critical way to help people of color,
particularly Black borrowers, achieve homeownership. The Urban Institute identified alternative
methods to assess creditworthiness that will help minority lenders with accessing loans. One tool is
allowing the consideration of rent payments into credit assessments. Black residents are more likely
to be renters, and consistent rent payment is one of the strongest indicators of whether someone will
be able to pay back a loan. Additionally, payment on telephone and utility bills should be included in
credit assessments.113 Connecticut should develop alternative mechanisms to identify creditworthiness
to allow lenders to fully and more equitably assess an applicant.

• Make Reparations to Black Residents. Connecticut Voices for Children has highlighted the need 
for reparations at a federal level; as stated in the 2020-2022 Issue Briefing Book, “We live in cities 
and towns and a country that has built white wealth on the backs of Black people. While we cannot 
erase history, we can repair the harm. That starts with a public acknowledgement of our racist past 
and a national apology.”114 The next steps are about providing equity to restore Black Americans. 
While the magnitude of the reparations needed requires the federal government, Connecticut need 
not wait. We can and should intentionally acknowledge the harm done by the state’s racist housing 
policies on Black residents, and actively seek to repair this harm. While there are numerous ways 
that reparations can be made, a small but significant step within the context of this report could be to 
provide homeownership grants to the state’s Black residents, providing opportunities to build wealth 
and live in communities of choice.

Connecticut needs to invest further in urban communities. Communities of color in Connecticut, 
particularly Black communities, have been devalued and disinvested in for decades. Investing in urban 
communities is the right thing to do and ensures safe and healthy communities of choice and opportunities for 
all the state’s residents. However, while investments are needed, Connecticut must support the revitalization 
of communities without contributing to gentrification and displacement. Doing so is essential to ensure that 
every community is resourced to provide access to quality education, employment, and housing. 
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Conclusion

Currently, Connecticut’s housing and education policies interact to disrupt opportunity for and investment 
in Black and Latinx communities by failing to mitigate residential and school segregation. In order to 
improve opportunity for and investment in Black and Latinx communities, desegregation of Connecticut’s 
neighborhoods and schools is critical. 
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