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HARTFORD — Dozens of Hartford-area students won seats in the region’s prized magnet 

schools over the past two years without going through the normal lottery process, a breach in 

protocols that will lead to thousands in lost funding, the state Department of Education said 

Wednesday. 

The revelation comes a day after The Courant reported on past admissions at a city magnet 

school, Capital Prep, where some athletes bypassed the state’s blind lottery process despite years 

of assurances that enrollment was random. 

An internal state review found that 33 students, all from suburban towns, were enrolled 

improperly this school year throughout the network of Greater Hartford magnet schools 

developed as part of the Sheff v. O’Neill desegregation case. An education spokeswoman said 

the state plans to withhold tuition grants from those unidentified schools, a move that could mean 

hundreds of thousands of dollars in forfeited aid. 

Those admitted outside the lottery would represent less than 1 percent of the thousands of 

students accepted into the nationally renowned magnet schools every year. But in light of long-

simmering frustration among families that perpetually strike out in the lottery, news of the 

backdoor enrollments could leave an outsized impact on the integrity of Connecticut’s magnet-

enrollment system. 

The state also analyzed Capital Prep’s admissions at the beginning of the 2015-16 school year, 

and discovered 15 students who were enrolled outside the typical lottery process. In response, the 

state docked the school nearly $200,000 — the amount the state paid in tuition for those students, 

all of whom live outside Hartford. 

The state found no improperly enrolled students at Capital Prep this school year. 

Kitsia Hughey Ferguson, who became principal at Capital Prep at the beginning of the 2015-16 

school year, said she was unaware that the state had determined students were improperly 

admitted last year.  

“I have no knowledge of that. None whatsoever,” she said Wednesday. “I don’t know who got 

that information, but it was never shared with me.” 
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Asked if students were admitted outside the normal lottery process for the 2015-16 year, 

Ferguson said, “I’m not aware of that.” Ferguson would not say directly whether she had picked 

students for enrollment, responding only: “It’s not the job of the principal to enroll students.” 

The Courant reported Wednesday that Capital Prep had enrolled at least 10 student-athletes in 

recent years — before Ferguson was principal — who did not go through the normal magnet-

school lottery process. And state auditors, who reviewed confidential student enrollment records 

for the 2013-14 and 2014-15 school years, found that dozens of students were assured seats in 

the school those years, regardless of whether they entered the lottery, according to sources who 

have been briefed on the auditor’s conclusions. 

That report, which found a smaller number of improperly enrolled students at other magnet 

schools in the Sheff system, is expected to be released soon. 

Capital Prep is the most popular magnet school in Hartford, routinely attracting more than 1,000 

applicants each year who have only a slim chance of acceptance. The school was founded by 

Steve Perry, an outspoken education reformer who had long denied allegations that his students 

were cherry-picked. 

“Capital Prep uses a lottery system, we don’t handpick students,” he posted on Twitter in 2010 

— a theme he would repeat many times. 

In response to The Courant’s findings and the soon-to-be-released audit, however, Capital Prep 

asserted that the school’s principal was permitted to select students outside the lottery. Capital 

Prep pointed to a clause in its operations manual stating that in “special circumstances” a school 

committee “extends the opportunity to the principal to place a student.” 

State education officials Wednesday rejected that claim, saying the operations plan is superseded 

by a contract, between Hartford schools and the State Board of Education, that governs 

interdistrict magnet schools such as Capital Prep. That contract requires the magnets to use a 

common application and the state-run blind lottery “as the sole tools for application, selection 

and placement of applicants to [Hartford’s] voluntary interdistrict schools.” 

“We take very seriously the contract provisions that require magnet school operators to enroll 

students through the lottery process,” said Abbe Smith, the education department spokeswoman. 

Pedro Zayas, a spokesman for Hartford schools, said officials are trying to sort out whether 

Capital Prep was authorized to enroll students outside the normal lottery process. “We’re not 

accepting that there was no authorization,” he said. “We’ll have to look into it.” 

Capital Prep’s operations plan states that the principal may place a student if authorized by “the 

Board” — an apparent reference to what Capital Prep calls its governance committee.  

On Wednesday, The Courant sought records from the school detailing that committee’s actions 

permitting the principal to select individual students, but school officials did not respond to the 

request.  



The revelation that athletes were enrolled outside the normal lottery process could imperil 

Capital Prep’s sports legacy — particularly in football and girls basketball, both of which have 

won state championships — if the Connecticut Interscholastic Athletic Conference were to find a 

violation of the rule requiring schools to follow “established policies and procedures for 

admittance/enrollment” of its students. 

Several former Capital Prep athletes took to social media Wednesday expressing concerns that 

their championship wins could be vacated. 

The CIAC’s Board of Control, made up primarily of principals from member schools, is meeting 

Thursday, and Executive Director Karissa Niehoff said the disclosures about Capital Prep will be 

addressed. 

“We will obviously discuss it with the board of control and they may direct the staff to take some 

sort of action,” Niehoff said. 

- See more at: http://digitaledition.courant.com/tribune/article_popover.aspx?guid=e2b99ebe-

87a8-4201-b86f-0fcc892615eb&t=1494265668671#sthash.jV69li2W.dpuf 
 


