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Introduction

Since the 19708 the public school funding systems of 45 states have been chdlenged in
the courts. Furthermore, nearly al states have undegonehested legidative batles over the
fairness of per-pupi spending amid widedisparitiesin local propety wealth. Thepolitical stakes
have intendfied dueto rising increases in public education spending, which have more than
doubkd during each decade from 1940to 1990,according to school finance policy andysts
Allan Odden and Lawrence Picus® The case of Hartford, Connecticut offers a striking
illugration of this political conflict over public school finance, because according to Census
2000,it congsted of the nation@ second-poorest city, surroundel by a subutban metropoiitan
region with the nation®@fifth-highest average income. But these geo-political tengonsbetween

urban and subutban (and rural) communities are not permanent. Ingead, throughahistorical

! Allen R. Odden and Lawrence O. Picus School Finane: A Policy Perspective, second edition
(McGraw Hill, 2002.



investigation, we can better undestand how they arose, took shape, and evolved in recent
decades. In particular, this study concentrates on the Connecticut state legidature as the central
forum for debae and action on public schoolfinance. It seeks to offer an historical narrative to
explain how and why representatives from metropolitan Hartford@ urban, subumban, and rural
districts debaed and voted on certain school finance bills over time.

This pgper argues tha public school funding debates in the pog-war era have been
marked by historical continuity and change Fromthe 1940suntil today, Connecticut(d
legidature has been locked in a conflict between high- and low- propeaty tax towns Legidators
have argued for more state aid either to providetax relief from a high propeaty tax rate, or to
compensate for alow available property tax base. Althoughthe debae has remained the same,
the sides taken by urban, subutban and rural representatives have changed dueto econonic and
political shiftsin the context in which thelegidature has opeated. For example, in the 19408
throughthe 1950s urban areas like Hartford had a high propety tax base in compaisonto rural
towns Therefore, representatives of rural townsargued for more state aid to hdp fundther
schools. However, during this time, urban areas chose to tax themselves at a highe rate than
rural areas and because of ther hightax effort, ther representatives argued for propaty-tax
relief. Fromthemid-1960sthroughthe 1970s three changes shifted the political and econonic
context unde which propety tax base and tax effort opeaated. First, the sububanization of
wealth caused the high propety tax base of urban areas to become depleted and caused
dispaitiesin propaty tax bases to grow beween developing suburbs resulting in a group of
less-wealthy subutban towns Second,afederal court mandée to reappottion the Connecticut
Genera Assembly in 1965redistributed rural votes and gave more voting power to subutban and

urban representatives. Third, as aresult of the 1974 Hortonv. Meskill school finance case



ruling, the Connecticut Supreme Court declared school funding solely throughpropety taxesto
be unonditutiond and caused representatives to focus on developing aformula tha they felt
compensated for disparities in propety tax wealth throughoutConnesticut® towns

Asaresult of these changes, from the 19808through 2005urban areas, rural areas, and
less-wealthy subutban areas had low property tax bases and were therefore relatively high need.
In contrast, wealthy suburban areas benefited from high propety tax bases. Duringthistime, all
types of areas putforth a high tax-effort in order to meet increasing education coss. However,
only the propeaty tax bases of wealthy sububswere high enoughto enable thar tax-effort to
produe sufficient education funds Therefore, therepresentatives of urban, rural, and less-
wealthy sububan townsargued for more state aid to compensate for thar low propaty tax bases
and the representatives of wealthy subutban townsargued for more state aid to relieve ther tax
payers. Overdl, thevotes of Connecticut® | egislators have been influenced by two reoccurring
factors which have remained the same throughouttime: the propety tax base and thetax effort
of thetown@ they represent. However, theway in which these factors have influenced
representatives has changed dueto changes in thepolitical and econormic context in which they

have opeated.

Sources and Methods
Quanttative Data Sources and Definitions

In Connecticut, mog local school districts are based onindividud cities and towns These
municipdities vary consderably in thar amountof propaty wealth, and also the extent to which
they choo to tax thar own propeaty, andto spend onlocal schools. In order to make valid

comparisonsbetween different towns we acquired historical datafrom 19452005from the best



available statewide sources. For local propaty wedth, we compiled data on (or for early years,
our estimates of) the Equdized Net Grand List (ENGL), the state@ full-value approximation of
all taxable propeaty in amunicipdity, equdized across townsand cities to accountfor different
sales-to-assessment ratio data provided by local propety assessors.? For local education
expenditures, state genera education aid, and average student enrollment, we compiled data
from the Connecticut Policy and Econonic Coundl (CPEC), anongovenmental organization
tha closely monitored spending during the second hdf of the twentieth century.?

In order to measure how econonic shifts have influenced representativesOvotes over
time, thestudy uses two variables relating to disparitiesin propaty tax bases tha have tha
showed up consstently in thelegidature as major sources of conflict: tax-effort and high-need.
Tax effort is defined as therate at which each town chooss to tax its available propeaty tax base.
We have defined tax effort mathematically as the percentage of the available propety tax funds
each town allocates for education (or local education expenditures divided by ENGL). Thekey
elements of tax effort are tha it isachosen rate onan available propety tax base. In contrast,
townsthat are high need are defined as townstha do not have alarge available property base to

tax, relative to the needs of the school popuktion tha they serve. Althoughhigh-need towns may

2 For ENGL from 1981to the present, we used actual data fromthe Office of Policy and
Management, State of Connecticut. Fiscal Indicators for Connecticut Municipalities (Hartford:
State of Connecticut), first published in 1987 (for 1981data). For datafrom 1945to 198Q we
calculated our own ENGL estimates based Net Grand List and local assessor® information
provided by the Connecticut Tax Commissione, Information Relative to the Assessment and
Collection of Taxes (Hartford: State of Connecticut). Both volumes are available at CT State
Library. For details on ENGL estimates, see Cities, Sububs and Schools Project at Trinity
College

3 Connetticut Public Expenditure Coundl, Local Public School Expenses and State Aid in
Connecticut (Hartford: CPEC), published from 1947 to 1987 (Availableat CT State Library,
with data compilationsavailable from the Cities, Subutbs and Schools Research Project at
Trinity College) Local education spending daafor the 1990sto the present was obtained from
the Connecticut Department of Education, Connecticut Education Data and Research webste
(http://www.csde state.ct.ugpublic/cedar/index.htm).



putforth ahightax effort, thar available property tax base might not be high enoughto produe
sufficient education funds

In determining the outcome of the debae between high-tax effort localities and high-need
localities, legidators vote on a current school finance formula. Althoughschool finance
formulas have become increasingly complicated over time in respong to changing pditical and
econonic condiions asimplified explanaion of aschool finance formulainvolves alump sum
of state fundsdistributed per factor (i.e. school, pupil, or classroom). Formula share is defined as
the benefit to each town of the current school finance formula each year. In orde to compare
current formula shares between towns this study measured the current amountof state general
aid given to thetown per theaverage daly membership (similar to average enrollment) of the
townsOschool district.

This study focuses conflict between three different geographic types of districts
represented in the Conrecticut legidature. We defined urban, rural, and subutbantownsare
defined by census popuktion statistics available in the Connecticut State Register and Manual
relative to thecentral city of Hartford.* Urbantownsin this study are limited to Hartford, and
another nearby city, New Britain. Sububanis defined as a place tha is not part of urban
Hartford, butis within its Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (SMSA), defined by theUS
CensusBureau.” Rural is defined as a town that constitutes less than onethousandth of the entire
metropolitan Hartford popuation. It should be understood tha representativesOdistricts

sometimes indudea number of townsand thar school districts. For example, in 1989 one

* Connetticut Secretary of State, Connecticut State Register and Manual (Hartford: State of
Connecticut), conaulted years from 1950200Q

> Note tha the US Census Bureau change its definition of Hartford SMSA frequently over the
six-decade peiod of this study. Therefore, this study ingead defines the metropolitan Hartford
area as. thecentral city of Hartford, the subutban "ring" aroundthecity, and some rural towns
tha areinduded in thelegidative districts of metropolitan Hartford representatives.



legidator represented the Connecticut towns of Andove, Bolton, Hebron, Manchester, and
Marlborough.In this study, these five townswere all designaed as rura. On the other hand, the
urban area of Hartford was represented by 5 different legidators. When alegidator represented
more than one town, an average of the townsOpopulationswas taken to determinetha district(3
geography as urban, subutban, or rural for this study.

During subutbanization, a group of sububsdeveloped tha had significantly lower
propety tax bases than their wealthier counter-parts. Interms of geography, these townsare
subuiban. However, they are distinguished throughoutthe study as less-wealthy suburbs For
example, the chat bdow illugrates tha towns such as Bristol and Plainville had taxable propeaty
bases (ENGL) similar to thos of rural towns Wealthier subutbs such as West Hartford, had

taxable property bases tha were amog 3 times as high as less-wealthy subutbs
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Historical Research Methods
In order to undestand the conflictsin thelegidature that influenced representativesO
votes on school finance bills, this study traced Connecticut legidative debate and action from

19452005. Firgt, articles fromthe region® major daily nevspaper, The Hartford Courant, were



compiled from afull-text data for 1945 present, to create atimeline of major legidative events
and specia interest group politics.® Next, at the Conneeticut State Library law and legidative
reference section, a variety of primary and seconday sources served as a @oad mapOfor
research. First, the Public Acts of the State of Conrecticut were consulted from 1945to 2005 to
identify changesin school finance law and theorigind State Senate or House bill nunmbers from
which the Acts originated.” Next, bill numbers were traced from Public Acts relevant to school
finance to form achronology of Senate and House Bills passed from 19452005.Legidative
history recordswere then used to detail any controversies tha arose surrounding each proposd
bill. These recordsinduded Proceedings of the Senae and House, minutes of the Hearingsof
the Education Committees and AppropriationsCommittees in both chambers, and Journals of
both the Senate and the House.2 Two factors, tax-effort and town-need, were repestedly debated
throughoutthese records

In addition, a small quantitative multi-variable regression andysis was conduded on
Senate and House votes on controversia school finance bills and amendments from 1972to
2005.(Thetime period was limited dueto the availability of House and Senae Roll Call Votes
for recent decades only.)? Regression andysis was performed onroll call votes tha did notfall
entirely on party lines to determinetherelative importance of several factors on legisatorsO
votes, such as. party affiliation (Democrat or Republican), district geography (urban, subutban,

or rura), tax-effort, and formula-share.

® Hartford Courant Historical Database, available at Trinity CollegeLibrary.

’ Connetticut General Assembly, Public Acts of the Siate of Conneeticut (Hartford: State of
Connecticut), biennial publication, title varies, available at CT State Library.

® The unpublshed Proceedingsand Journal of the Connecticut General Assembly( House of
Representatives and Senate, as well as Hearingsof variouscommittees, are available at the CT
State Library.

*Theunpublshed Roll Call Votes of the House and Senate are available at the CT State Library.



Rural versus Urban: School Finance Debates in the 1940sand &G0s

Thelegidative debate in the 1940s50sover school finance votes occurred between
representatives of urban towns putting forth a high tax effort versusrepresentatives of rural
townswho were high-need. As WWI1 and the Depression drew to a close and progerity
increased, excess fundsbecame available to Connecticut. While both urban and rural legidators
agreed that state aid for education was needed across the boad, representatives of rural areas
argudl tha ther townswere high-need and should receive more state aid in order to bring ther
schools up-to-date with to those foundin Connecticut® major urban areas. However, urban
representatives arguead tha because ther cities were putting forth a highe tax-effort than rural
areas, they were entitled to additiond state aid to relieve ther taxpayers.

Before formal votes were hdd, school finance bills were proposd andinitially debaed in
Education Committee or AppropriationsCommittee hearings Lieutenant Governor Snow was
present at the 1945Education Committee hearing and filed aletter referring to his hometown of
Ledyard where heserved ontheschool boad. Accordingto 1940popuktion statistics, Ledyard
had apopuktion of only 1,426and was very rural in comparison to Hartford® popuktion of
166329°. As Lieutenant Governor, Snow put executive pressure on thelegislators to pay
attention to the needs of rural townsand explained how additiond state aid to rural towns could
make improvements:

| would like to put onfile aletter aboutconditionswhich youwould notbélieve, in a
town of Ledyard. O’ hebuildingshave had very little repar for many years. They are

19 Connetticut Secretary of State. Connecticut State Register and Manuall



drafty with a stoveinadequate to heat theroomE We investigated and found81 towns
with poor condiionsand 21 townswith extremely poor conditions™.
Rural townssuch as Ledyard did not have the high propety tax base which enabled urban areas
to fundimprovements onther own. Accordingto 1950data, the propety tax base of Hartford

was approximately 40 times more than tha of Bloomfield, at that time arural town.
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Dispaitiesin tax bases between urban and rural areas caused representatives of rural townsto
argueand vote for more state aid to hdp bring rura school systems up to date with the school
systemsin urban aress.

In 1945,the Connecticut legidature passed Subditute Senate Bill 431, which created a
public school building commission. Bill 431 gave agrant to school districts for condrudtion, but
emphasized the use of pog-war fundsspecificaly for rura school districts by allocating a sum of
$5 millionto improve buildingsin the poorer towns of the state. A subditute for Senae Bill 425
was aso passed in 1945and provided agrant of $100 per pupil to every school district plusan
additiond $10grant per pupi to townswith a population of less than 25,000. Townswith a

popuktion of over 25,000received an additiond grant of only $5 per pupl. Like Bill 431,Bill

! Connetticut General Assembly, Education Committee Hearings January 26,1945 p. 57.



425was favored by rural representatives because it provided rural school districts with twice the
additiond fundsper pupi as urban school districts. Rural representatives were highly in favor of
both bills because they benefited rural townsin high-need of additiond funding to bring thar
facilities up to par with urban school systems. House Representative Hawkins representing the
rural town of Oxford explained, CB.B. 431will prime the punp as no other bill will for
communities that do nothave adequate facilities.3* State aid for the development of schools
became a focusof representatives of rural areas in theyears immediately following WWI1 while
representatives of rural areas foughtto maintain their share of school funding.

Urban areas arguel tha because they were putiing forth ahighe tax effort than rural
towns they were entitled to more state aid to relieve thar local taxpayers. However, thebills tha
passed throughthelegidature at tha time focused on the student popuktion of a school district
in order to provideaid to small rura towns Thebills tha passed beween 1940and 1950did not
congder ahigh tax rate to be afactor that warranted increased funding. Senae Bill 25, passed in
1947, allocated state aid on a per-pupil basis. However, like Bill 425 it allocated fundsso tha
the greater the nunber of pupilsin thetown or district, the smaller theallowance per pupil.
Therefore bill 25 continued to benefit rural towns Senate Bills 431,425 and 25 did not take tax
effort into accountand because they alocated based on student popuktion they did not provide
thetax relief representatives of urban areas soughtafter. Therefore, urban representatives argued
and voted as best they could to relieve the hightax effort of ther congdituents.

Urban towns which were putting forth a hightax effort, received alower formula share fromthe
state, according to 1950data. The chart bdow demongrates how Hartford and New Britain® tax

efforts were more than twice tha of nearby rural towns such as Avon and Bloonfield.

12 Connetticut General Assembly, Education Committee Hearings 1945,p. 61
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However, theformula shares of New Britain and Hartford were congderably lower than
tha of thar rural counterpats. Representative Sullivan of New Britain illugrated this reality
while debaing Senae Bill 25 in the Appropriations Committee. @ don®see why New Britain,
Hartford, Waterbury, and New Haven also should receive less than $32 per pupi and bepaying,
whethe it bea salestax orincome tax, avery, very large propationae share of tha
$100000000Sullivan explained. (Hartford has 39 mills. Lyme has 8 mills. Hartford hasa
bondel indebtedness of $14000000. Thetown of Lyme doesn®have asingle penny. Which
needsthetax relief?20™ Thus relief for ther condituents from a high tax-effort was the major
factor influendng the vote of representatives of urban areasin the 1940s1950s

Despite the batle in thelegidature between urban and rural towns school finance bills
tha benefited rural townsstill passed. Rural towns were overepresented in thelegidature at the

time because each town received only oneor two votes despite large disparitiesin popuktion

13 Connetticut General Assembly, AppropriationsConmmittee Hearings 1947,p. 517.
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between towns Also, adire need for additiond state aid across the boad, especialy for
increased teachersOsal aries (urban representatives may not have nesded school buildingsbuilt,
butthey did need to provide compditive teacher wages), caused urban representatives to votein
favor of bills tha benefited rural towns However, arguments still occurred during committee
meetingsand on the senae and hous floors between urban and rural representatives. It mugt
also benoted that often during the 408 and 503 rural versusurban arguments also fell along
paty lines. In 1955,controversy surrounding House Bill 1, which increased aid for school
opeation, illugrated tha rural versusurban battles often turned into batles between Republicans
and Democrats. House Bill 1 isalso an example of how urban representatives competed for
fundsto increase teacher salaries. House Bill 1 proposed ssmply to increase the amountstate
grants to cities and townsfor school opaationd purposs. Senaor Amenta of urban New Britain
voiced a common concaern that small school districts might notuse additiond fundsto raise
teacher salaries. Amenta mentioned that therural versusurban conflict fell alongparty lines:
At tha timethe small townswere crying for needed money and claimed they

needed more than thelarger townsbecause they did not have taxable propety. The

larger townswent alongto theeffect we had a graded school fund fromfifty-five down

to thirty dollars. Werealized the small towns nesded more money to spend. We are

realizing it agan thistimek It is sad for metoday to see this bill gothroughwith the

very heart of it being taken out Why? Because the Republican leadership of some

small townsare afraid the teachers will pressure them into getting more money.O*

However, representativesOvotes were notinfluenced by their party firsthand.

Representatives voted based on the needs of the urban or rural townsthat they represented,
which happened to represent either Democratic or Republican values.

In conduson, legidative debate in the 1940s50sover school finance votes occurred

between representatives of urban towns putting forth a high tax effort and representatives of rural

14 Connetticut General Assembly, Senate Proceedings 1955,p. 52.
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townswho were high-need. Representatives of rural areas argued tha ther townswere high-
need and should receive more state aid in order to bring their schools up-to-dae with to those
foundin Connecticut@® major urban areas. However, urban representatives argued that because
thar townswere puting forth ahighe tax-effort than rural areas, they were entitled to additiond
state aid to relieve thar taxpayers. Despite the arguments of urban representatives, influenced by
thar tax-effort, the needs expressed by representatives of rural towns influenced by ther
propety tax base, were represented in the bills that passed after WWII dueto several factors: the
overepresentation of rural representatives in the legidature and a general need for state aid
acrosstheboad.
Suburbanization, Reapportionment, and Horton v. Meskill: the mid-1960sand 1970s

After thepod-WWII eradrew to aclosg, three pivotal shifts occurred in Conneeticut tha
changead the context within which thetwo major factors tha influenced representative® school
finance decisions(tax-effort and propety tax base) opeated. Inthe 1940sand 1950s prior to
these historical shifts, debate surrounding school finance involved urban and rural towns
However, during the 1960s 1970s subutbanization, reappottionment of the General Assembly,
and the Horton v. Meskill school finance case caused subutbsto also become a key player in the
school finance debae, shifted thedistribution of wealth and voting power throughot
Connecticut, and changed the focus of school finance legidation. The migration of the middle
classto the subutbs weakened the wealth and political power of urban areas. Reappottionment
redistributed rural voting power in thelegidature from rural areas to wealthy subutbsand urban
areas. Findly, theHortonv. Meskill school finance case ruling declared school fundng through
propety taxes unoonditutiond and caused the legidature to focuson a formula tha compensated

for dispaitiesin property tax bases between towns Because of changesin wealth, shiftsin

13



voting power and a new focusin thelegidature, the school finance debate in the 1940s1950s
had changead by theend of the 1970s Inthe 1940s1950shigh-need rural debate in the
legidature was between high-need urban areas and high-tax effort urban areas. However, by the
end of the 1970s legidators were influenced ssmply by whether they were representing high or
low-propety tax base areas, because dueto increasing cods of education, all townswere puting
forth arelatively high-tax effort. However, urban areas, rural areas, and less-wealthy sububan
areas did not have a high enoughpropety tax base to enable ther high-tax effort to produe
aufficient school funds In contrast, wealthy subutbs benefited from ther high-tax effort because
of thar high property tax base.
Sububanization

Thefirgt pivotal shift was the subutbanization of the middle class. Across the United
States, a major popuktion shift occurred in thedynamics of urban areas and thar surrounding
rural towns For the mog part, middle class residents |eft urban areas for surrounding rural areas,
bringing their wealth and political power with them. Political scientist Keith Boeckelman
explainsthe major popuktion shift that began in the mid 1960s Orhebadance of power in
metropolitan areas themselves was changing, as sububsgrew in popuktion, and many cities log
residents. Asof the 1990Census ove hdf of theU.S. popuktionresided in the subuibs and
subutban legislators accounied for amajority or plurality in many legislatures3®. Because
subutban representatives accounted for a mgority of the legidature, middle class interests were
ovearepresented. The mapsbdow illugrate the outward spread of the popuktion over time from

urban Hartford, at the center of themap, into surrounding subutban and rural areas.’

15 K eith Boeckelman, CBubutban State L egislators and School Finance, OJoumal of Political
Sdence 32 (2004) 50. N
18 Mapsand chat on changein town( popuktion share, calculated from US Censusdaa.
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From 1950to 1980the popuktion of Hartford decreased by approximately 23%as its middle

class residents migrated to the subuibs Asthe chat beow illugrates, until the 19608@more than

30% of the popuktion of Hartford County lived in Hartford itself. But by 1980Hartford

accounied for only 16% of the county popuktion, a decrease of approximately 20 percentage

points. By contrast, booning subutban towns such as Bloonfield and Avon incareased ther share

of the county popuktion.
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Reappottionment

Thesecondpivotal shift that occurred in Connecticut in the 1960sand 1970swas the
reappottionment of Connesticut® General Assembly. Reappotionment involved the
redistribution of political representation by creating districts of representation in propottion to
popuktion. Since theearly 1900s the Connecticut General Assembly had been naiondly
known for its malappottionad system of representation. For example, before 1965,townswere
given either oneor two votes in the House of Representatives depending on ther popuktion and
the Senae was divided into representative districts only rougHy based on popuktion. Because
there were so many rural townsin Connecticut, each receiving the same representation as urban
areas, rural townswere overrepresented in thelegidature. Political scientist Everett Ladd
described the malappottioned system of representation in Connecticut in thisway: before the
1965reappottionment, the81 small townsin the state had 43 percent of the seats in the lower
hous of thelegidature; afterwards they had only 14 percent.’” Althoughthe representation of
rural townswas made more equitable by the 1965reappottionment, Connecticut® rural areas
still only accounted for only 9.8% of the popuation but accounted for 14% of representationin
the state legidature. Therefore, as of 1965Connesticut@ rural townsstill carried more than ther
fair share of legidative votes.

It took judicial actionin theUnited States Supreme Court, the 1962Baker v. Carr
decision tha mandaed representation based on population, to bring abouta federal court
mandae for reappottionment in Connecticut. Connecticut historian Wesley Horton explained

that, QAs often is the case in American democracy, the only non-democratic branch of

7 Everett Carll Ladd, Jr., Ideologyin America: Changeand Respongin a City, a Subub, anda
Small Town (Ithaca, NY: Corndl University Press, 1969) p. 84.
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govanment --thejudiciary -- had to be called uponto rescue the democratic system.3® Baker v.
Carr was backed up by a second Supreme Courtt decisionin 1964,Reynoldsv. Sims, which hdd
tha oneman is entitled to onevote. Reynoldsv. Sims was applied to Connecticut by state courts
in 1964. Asaresult of federal court mandaes, the Connecticut General Assembly called a
Conditutiond Conventionin 1965which reappottionad the Senate and House of Representatives
to comply with the @ne man, onevoteQprindples of the Supreme Court cases. The convention
decided tha the Senate would be composed of 36 Senators, onefrom each of the 36 districts
established propottiondly by popuktion. The House would be composed of 151 Representatives,
onefrom each of the 151 Assembly Didtricts also established propottiondly by popuktion.

Redistricting based on popuktion gave more urban areas greater representation in thelegidature.

Horton v. Meskill

Thefind pivota shift during this period which affected school finance reform was the
1974Hortonv. Meskill ruling, which hdd education funding based solely on property taxes to be
unoonditutiond. Theruling made Connecticut oneof thefirst eight statesin thenaionto
invdidae ther existing school financing system by relying onthe equd protection provisionsof
its state conditution. Before Horton v. Meskill, schoolingin all Connecticut townswas funded
mainly throughlocal propety taxes, plusan additiond flat grant distributed by the state. As
stated earlier, this system caused high-needstowns and cities to pay increasing taxes for
education while wealthier townsbenefited from low taxes. High-tax effortsin townswith alow

propety tax base still could not produe enoughrevenue for education.

18 Wesley W. Horton, The Connetticut State Conditution: A Reference Guide (Westport, Conn:
Greenwood Press, 1993) p. 17.
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In order to address the Horton v. Meskill mandae, the 1975legidative session devel opal
a Guaranteed Tax Base (GTB) formulato alocate state aid. House Bill 6310appropriated the
GTB program in Connecticut and was passed in thelegidature withoutsignificant controversy.
Before 1974, state aid for education formulas never strayed far from aflat grant sum allocated to
townson a per factor basis. Connecticut® 1975GTB formulawas similar to GTB formulas
enacted in other states. Theformulaprovided alarger state role in low property wealth towns
and asmaller state rolein high propaty wealth towns™. The GTB formula (hases state aid to the
townson such thingsas local propety wealth, thetax effort each town makes to raise money for
its schools and the educationd needs of the students as measured by their econonic status3’.
Theresult of thisformulawas tha state aid varied with both thelevel of propaty weath andthe
tax effort of thelocality. Therefore, the G.T.B. formula provided themog ben€fit to high-need
townswhose high tax-effort was unable to produce sufficient education fundsdueto alow
propety tax base.

During the urban versusrural debate tha took place during the 1940sand 1950s the tax
effort of high-need (rural) localities was consderably less than tha of hightax effort (urban)
localities. For example, thechat bdow showsthat in 195Q thetax effort of rural Avonwas less
than hdf tha of Hartford. In contrast, during the debate of the mid 1960s1970s(urban, sububan

andrural), high-need areas also putforth arelatively hightax effort.

' Odden and Picus School Finane, p. 180 )
2 Richard L Madden, Ompact of New Ruling on Schools is Weighed ONew York Times 29 April
1984.
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Tax Effort During Suburbanization
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Thetax efforts of mogs townsinaeased drastically during subutbanization dueto rising
education cogs. However, increased tax effort did not keep urban areas frombeng in high-need
of state aid for education. Because the urban areas lacked property wealth, their chosen tax
effort onther available propety base still producd little revenue

Hortonv. Meskill provided tax relief for both urban and subutban towns struggling with
therising cods of education and hightax rates. The chart bdow shows that between 1960and
1970,thetax effort of Avonmore than tripled asits populktion grew from5,273to 8,352dueto
subuibanization. However, it mug benoted tha the available tax base of Avon also increased
because of subutbanization which in turn increased thetown( overall tax effort. In contrast,
between 1960and 1970thetax effort of Hartford doubled as its propaty wealth base decreased

and property tax effort had to beincreased to create more fundsfor public education.
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Themigration of people and wealth to newly established subutbs caused urban and rural
representatives to beinfluenced by different factors than in the 1940sand 1950s Themigration
of wealth created a taxable propety base in new suburbsand depleted the taxable property base
in urban areas; it a'so caused anew player in theschool finance debae, less wealthy subutbs
which did not have as high apropaty tax base as their wealthy sububan counerparts.
Therefore, after themid 1970s subutban representatives voted based on the fact tha ther
localities were able to putforth ahigh-tax effort. On the other hand, urban representatives, rural
representatives, and less-wealthy subutban representatives were al forced to vote based onthe
fact tha ther localities were in high-need of state aid for education. However, sububan
representatives carried more political weightin thelegisature because reappottionment of the

genea assembly based on popuktion gave the suburbs more votes as their popubtionsgrew.

The Aftermath of Horton v. Meskill: 19802005
Thechanges tha took place from the mid 1960sthroughthe mid-1970s specifically

subuibanization and redistricting, shifted the batle in thelegidature over education funding
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between urban and rural towns After thelate 1970s the badtle in thelegidature had shifted to
urban andrural townsversus sububan towns In addition, sububanization also caused the
development of another group of townstha became involved in theconflict. After
subutbanization, several townsdevelopeal into wha are defined as less-wealthy subuitbs As
stated earlier, less-wealthy subutban townswere high-need because they lacked a taxable
propety base comparable to tha of wealthy sububan areas. Therefore, less-wealthy sububan
townssided with urban and rural townsin the batle for more schoolfundingin order to
compensate for ther lack of propeaty tax revenues. Also during thistime, state legidators
struggled to effectively allocate fundsaccording to the Horton v. Meskill court mandae.
However, asin the past, education cogs continued to increase and state fundsfailed to keep up,
forcing townsto rely more and more on propety taxes. Lack of state funding for the Guaranteed
Tax Base formula madeit ingfective, furthe fuding the argument over available state funding.
Representatives of urban, rural and less-wealthy sububan townsargued tha they were in high-
need of increased school funding because they lacked the available propety base to make thar
high-tax effort worthwhile and to keep up with rising education cods. In contrast, sububan
legidators argued for tax relief fromthe high-tax effort they putforth to match rising education
cogs.

For example, House Bill 7138,passed in 1981,dedlt with technical aterationsto the
GTB formula. When thebill was debaed onthefloor of the Senate, Senaor Skowroni
explained the context of the debae in terms of the minimum expenditure requirement (MER),
which was added to the GTB formulain 1979. The MER mandaed tha each school district met
or exceeded abasic level of per pupi spending. Skowronski explained:

In certain townsEt heamountof the GTB grant under the formula as proposd in the
upooming fiscal year is subgantially less than theamountof the minimum expenditure
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requirement tha will have to be pad in theupaming fiscal year. Or to state it in another

manne, the GTB grantisincreasing by a small amountbut the minimum expenditure

requirement is increasing by a subgantial anount amuch larger amount™.
Because the GTB formula required a minimum amountof fundsto be spent on education, towns
were forced to produce these fundsthroughpropety taxes. The GTB formula did allocate state
aid to hdp townswith education funding, however, notenoughstate aid was available to provide
tax relief astheMER increased.

Hous Bill 7555, passed in 1987, required townstha struggled to reach the MER to
spend al of ther state aid provided to them for education improvement purposs. On the other
hand, townswho easily met the MER were not required to spend any of the state aid provided to
them specifically for educationimprovement. Therefore, wealthy towns could use state funds
ingead of local propeaty tax dollars to runther schools, choosngtax relief over furthering
education improvement. An amendment to bill 7555 proposd setting the MER level based on
townstha fell within the 75" percentile of spending per pupil. Settingthe MER at alevel tha
25% of towns could easily reach usngthar own tax dollars would have given the wealthiest
townstheoption of choosngto use state fundsfor tax relief ingead of usngthem for education
improvement. Representatives of urban, rural, and less-wealthy subutbs oppogd the passage of
theamendment because it enabled state aid to be used by wealthier subutbsfor tax relief while
thar low propaty tax base rendaed a high tax effort ineffective. On the other hand, suburban
representatives suppoted the amendment because it provided tax relief.

Quantitative andysis of the Roll Call Vote on Bill 7555foundtha whether thelegidator
was representing an urban or nonurban (subutban, less-wealthy subutban, rural) district, as well

as paty affiliation, played alargepat in deermining voting paterns Accordingto the

2! Connetticut General Assembly, Senate Proceedings 1981,p. 5186.
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regression andysis, both geography and party affiliation perfectly predicted voting outcomes,
and both are highly correlated, as all urban district representatives were Democrats. Subuiban
townswere more evenly divided between representatives of both paties, butobvioudy all
Republican legidators represented subutban districts. However, like thedebae in the 1940s-
1950s representativesOvotes were notinfluenced by ther party firsthand. Again, representatives
voted based on the needs of the urban or rural townstha they represented, which hgppened to
represent either Democratic or Republican values.

In regardsto Bill 7555 Representative Langloisfrom Killingly, aless-wealthy high-need
subutban town, voiced his oppostion to the amendment on thefloor of the hous. Langlois felt
tha theamendment would have caused increases in the disparities between rich and poortowns
by relieving thetaxes of wealthy subutbsbut not giving tax relief to high-need towns Langlois
stated, GConneticut will be expending 1 billion ddlars towards educationEt he amendment will
enable local townsto use money for tax relief as opposed to education enhancement.3* By the
1980sall townshad become high-tax effort townsin order to meet therising cods of education,
however, representatives of high-tax effort townstha were also high-need (urban, rural, and
less-wealthy subutban towns) argued tha state aid should be used to hdp thar struggle to meet
the MER as oppo®d to being used for tax relief in townswith high tax bases (wealthy subuibs).

A 1985fedeaa ruling hdd tha parts of state school aid funding were unconditutional
confirmed tha the Guaranteed Tax Base formulawas not solving the education funding problem
caused by propaty tax dispaities. The Connecticut Federal court ordered the Connecticut
Genera Assembly to spend more money to fundthe GTB formula. The Connecticut state

legidature was ordered to fully finance theformulain the next fiscal year andin respong to the

22 Connetticut General Assembly, House Proceedings 1987,p.81098128
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1985federa ruling, anew formula, the Education Cog Sharing Formula (ECS), was enacted by
thestate legidature in 1988 The ECS formulawas passed in the General Assembly without
controversy to replace theinefective GTB formula. Theformula provided Connesticut® towns
with alump sum of state aid per student and additiond grants per student determined by town
need. Theformula especially benefited high-need towns

Despite updaes in Connecticut® school finance formula, the battle in thelegislature still
remained thesame as it did when the GTB formulawasin place. Likethe GTB formula, the
Education Cog Shaing formulawas notfully financed by the state and was rendeaed ineffective.
For example, Senate Bill 243was passed in 1989in an attempt to increase the amountof state
aid puttowardsthe ECS formula. Bill 243 provided for an increase of $18 pe pupi in thelump
sum grant. However, representatives of both high propety tax base and high-need townsargued
for more state aid and representatives in the Education Committee recommended an increase of
$30millionin state aid for education. Education Committee members explained tha,
CGConnecticut agrees that thetime isripefor another subgantial contribution alongthese linesto
thetownsand cities which are increasingly hard pressed to find suitable and adequae sources of
tax revenueto provideafirst classlocal level eduction®®. However, throughouttheearly
19906the Conneticut legid ature madelittle progress on the Education Cog Sharing formula

As of 1997,funding the Education Cog Sharing formulawas still themajor focus of the
Conneticut legidature. Throughoutthe early 1990@ the major education finance bills that
passed throughthelegidature dealt with combining several large grants to subsdize thelack of
state funding. These billsall shared the same title, OAn act concerning education grantsQ Since

1994,the ECS grant had been GappedOby thelegislature every year. The capsontheformula

2 Connetticut General Assembly, Education Committee Hearing, 1989, p. 30.
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did notalow for enoughstate fundsto be distributed throughoutConnecticut@ towns Senaor
Kissel explained theissue onthe Senate floor:
Up in north central Connecticut there are townsthat are consdered middle-class, even
somewhat affluent, that are affected by thecapE. Not specifically urban municipdities,
or onestha are conddered urban. Andalso, it been my belief, and people may differ
with this, but | do bdieve tha the state(@ commitment throughthe ECS formulato
municipdities, when used appropriately by those municipdities, is oneof thebest ways
tha we can go abouttrying to make sure tha municipditiesOproperty taxes remain
stable.?*
Althoughsmall townsdid not have as much of avoice in thelegidature, they pressured for ther
share of state funds Small townsrecognized the urgent need for state funding in urban
communities, however, because the ECS formulawas unde funded they argued for less of ther
shareto becut. Senaor Bacchiochi of Somers argued for small townsto get a highe share of
theformula
| represent asmall town tha has all thenesds of abig cityEw e have a very highteen
pregnancy rate. We have an extremely highrate of homelessness. We have children tha
have no place to live. But yet, when they goto school, they do not have thefundsin that
school that some of thelarge cities have and some of the more affluent towns have®.
Asilludrated by the chat bdow, during the 2000school year, urban towns such as Hartford
were receiving the highest share of the ECS formula and wealthy sububan townswere receiving

theleast. However, some less wealthy subuibsand rural towns such as Bolton were high-need

like Hartford butther situation did not gan as much recognition in thelegidature as urban areas.

24 Connesticut General Assembly, Senate Proceedings, 2005, *need pagett.
% Conneticut General Assembly, Senate Proceedings 2005,p. 4061
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On the other side of the debate, representatives of wealthy sububan townsargued tha they were
hurt toodrastically by theformula cap in comparison to urban, rural, and less-wealthy sububan
towns Senaor Prague who represented a wealthy sububan area, argual tha the fact tha
wealthy sububan townswere receiving minimal help from the state would hurt them eventudly:
Aswe continueto pile up theburden onthese towns to increase thar propaty tax
burdens those townsare going to begin to suffer economically. Andto the extent that
these townsare providing thefundsto Hartford to pay for alot of these other programs,
or thebdance of the ECS formula, | think we®e going to begin to hurt them. Thedow
strangulation of thegoos that lays thegolden egg, is now occurring. And when those
communities and those towns begin to fail economically, and when the people who are
there begin to move away in large nunbers, or have an inability to pay the other taxes, |
think that we are doing ourselves a great disservice®.

Senaor Praguealluded to acyclica naure to the education funding batle. He felt tha by

shortchanging wealthy subutban townsin the present, it would cause thar school systems to

decay in thefuture. However, withoutmaking drastic formula changes, legidators did nothave a

choice as to how to fund education because the education needs of urban, rural, and less-wealthy

subuibswere urgent. Representatives of urban, rural and less-wealthy subuiban townsargued

% Connetticut General Assembly, Senate Proceedings 1999,p. 3530.
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tha they were in high-need of increased school funding because they lacked the available
propety base to make thar high-tax effort worthwhile and to keep up with rising education
cods. Incontast, subutban legidators argued for tax relief fromthe high-tax effort they put

forth to match rising education cods.

Conclusion

From the 1940suntil today, Connecticut® legidature has been locked in a conflict
between high propaty tax townsand low propeaty tax towns Legidators have argued for more
state aid either for tax relief from high property tax rates or to compensate for low propety taxes.
Althoughthe debate has remained the same, the sides taken by urban, subutban and rural
representatives have changed dueto econonic and political shiftsin the context in which the
legidature opaates. In the 19408throughthe 19505 urban areas had a high propety tax basein
comparisonto rural towns During thistime, representatives of rural townsargued for more state
aid to hdp fundther schools. In contrast, urban areas cho to tax themselves at a highe rate
than rural areas and because of ther high tax effort, ther representatives argued for propaty-tax
relief. Three changes occurred in themid-1960sthrough1970sthat shifted the political and
econonic context unde which propety tax base and tax effort opaated. First, the
subutbanization resulted in themigration of the middle class and thar wealth out of urban areas
and into rapidly developing rural towns Disparitiesin propaty tax bases also began to grow
between devel oping subuibsresulting in agroupof less-wealthy sububan towns Second,a
Federal Court mandae to reappottion the General Assembly in 1965redistributed rural votes and
gave more power to subutban and urban representativesin thelegidature. Third, as aresult of

the1974Horton V. Meskill school finance case ruling, school fundng throughpropety taxes
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was declared unoonditutiond. Asaresult of the Horton v. Meskill mandae, representatives
focused on developing aformulatha they felt compensated for disparities in propety tax wealth
throughoutConnecticut® towns

Asaresult of these changes, from the 19808through 2005, urban areas, rural areas, and
less-wealthy subutbshad low propety tax bases and were therefore high-need. In contrast,
wealthy sububsbenefited from high propety tax bases. Because of increases in education cogs,
by the 1980sall geographical areas putforth relatively a high tax-effort. However, only the
propety tax base of wealthy subutbswas highto enable a high tax-effort to produce sufficient
funds Theefore, therepresentatives of urban, rural, and less-wealthy suburban townsargued for
more state aid to compensate for ther low property tax bases and the representatives of wealthy
sububsargued for more state aid to relieve thar tax payers. Thebadtle in the Connecticut
legidature over education finance has remained the same since 1945althoughthe context of the
debae has changal. Representatives of urban, suburban and rura areas have congstently had to
arguefor more fundsfor either property tax relief or to supplement alack of propety taxes to
fundther local schools. Despite shiftsin wealth, changes in power in thelegidature andjudicial
action legidators are still strugging with alack of available fundsfor education. TheHorton V.
Meskill court mandae was an attempt to steer education away from propety taxes, however, the
formulas used to compensate for propety tax disparities (the Guaranteed Tax Base formulaand
the Education Cog Sharing formula) were unde funded and therefore made ineffective. Despite
major sodal changes and judicia action the representativesQ education funding decisionsare
still influenced mogly by propaty taxes. Thisillugrates tha disparitiesin education funding are

not going to disappear unless education funding can be disconnected from propaty taxes.
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