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BLOOMFIELD — A generation ago, Bloomfield was heralded as
the all-American community. Blacks and whites lived side by
side, chasing the American dream of middle-class stability

without regard to skin color. There were trimmed lawns and good
schools.

Now, Bloomfield operates one of the most racially segregated
school systems in the state. Minority students, mainly black chil-
dren, account for 95 percent of public school enrollment.

And when results were released recently on the state’s annual
10th-grade achievement test, this quiet, middle-class suburb found it-
self confronting a question more often associated with the nation’s
poorest urban school systems:

Why do black and Hispanic students lag so far behind their white
counterparts?

Bloomfield’s 10th-graders posted some of the worst results in the
state on the annual test of reading, writing, mathematics and science.
In a district that had made modest gains in recent years, students this
year missed state goals in startling numbers. The results sparked one
question after another:

Is it a one-time anomaly?
Is it the exodus of top students to private schools?
Is it a growing number of poor children in the public schools?
Or — in a school system that consists almost entirely of minority

students — is it somehow rooted in more profound racial and cultur-
al differences?

Most educators agree that poverty is a powerful underlying cause
of the achievement gap. But as experts look at places like Bloomfield,
some say that race and culture — apart from income — appear to in-
fluence achievement in ways that are not always easily understood.

“The gap is as large among children of the highly educated as it is
among the children of the poor,” said Harvard University Professor
Ronald F. Ferguson, who has conducted extensive studies on the
achievement gap.

ROSS TAYLOR / THE HARTFORD COURANT 

PAVLOVA STEER, above, a 15-year-old junior at Bloomfield High School, was one of just three sophomores at the school last year to meet state testing goals in all four
subjects. “You can automatically tell, for most students, [schoolwork] is not their first priority,” said Steer, who takes mostly honors-level courses.
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Percentage of fourth-graders who met the math
goal on the 2007 Connecticut Mastery Test, divided
into those who fall below or above federal guidelines
for free or reduced-price
school lunches. 51.0% 44.5%
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SCHOOLS IN MIDDLE-CLASS BLOOMFIELD
FACE A SUPPOSEDLY URBAN QUANDARY

BY ROBERT A. FRAHM ■ COURANT STAFF WRITER

The morning Sophie Dodge went to
Bridgeport Hospital for a routine gy-
necologic procedure, she packed her
daughters off to school like any other
day.

The removal of uterine fibroids
would be no big deal. She’d had a
similar procedure two years earlier
when her family lived in Canada.
This time, the 42-year-old woman
hoped the doctors could stop her an-
noyingly heavy periods once and for
all.

She headed out fully expecting to
be back and resting in her Fairfield
home by the time 15-year-old Kay-
leigh and 11-year-old Keirsten were
ready for dinner that night.

This time, though — according to a
recently released consent agreement,
one of the most serious forms of dis-
ciplinary action available to state
hospital regulators — her operation
was placed in the hands of a medical
resident with a history of substan-
dard work. 

Training to be an obstetrician/
gynecologist, the doctor started his
residency at Bridgeport Hospital in
September 2005 and was almost im-
mediately identified as having “very
limited clinical skills,” records show.

Over the next two years, senior
doctors who evaluated the resident’s
performance went so far as to say the
doctor required constant supervi-
sion. “If allowed to function inde-
pendently,” they warned, “there may
be patient safety concerns.”

But the doctor who supervised the
resident on Jan. 16, 2007 — the day of
Sophie Dodge’s procedure — told
state investigators he was unaware of

ROUTINE
SURGERY;

FATAL
ERROR

________________________

Hospital Fined After
Woman’s Death

By HILARY WALDMAN
COURANT STAFF WRITER

PLEASE SEE HOSPITAL, PAGE A6

t The death of Sophie Dodge,
along with another episode at the
hospital, was reported to the
state, sparking an investigation.
As a result, the hospital agreed to
pay a $15,000 fine and to hire an
independent nurse consultant to
review its clinical operations. 

Workers weary of the way employers keep shovel-
ing more medical costs onto their shoulders can take
heart.

Some are starting to see a welcome turnabout in
their employers’ insurance plans — a break on out-
of-pocket spending and financial incentives to im-
prove their health.

As the fall enrollment season approaches, more
large employers will announce that they’re dramati-
cally cutting or eliminating co-pays on drugs or other
preventive care for workers with chronic diseases
such as diabetes and asthma. Even some healthy em-
ployees will see more co-pays waived for certain pre-
ventive services. 

In addition, more workers in Connecticut and
around the nation will have a shot at hundreds of dol-
lars in rewards for such steps as completing a smok-
ing cessation program, joining a disease manage-

ment program, taking a confidential health
screening or exercising.

It’s not all good news, though. Premiums are still
rising, and co-pays and deductibles will continue to
increase for many people.

But after years of shifting costs to workers, some
employers are realizing that if they spend more
money now to promote health, they can save on fu-
ture expenses. They can reduce hospital stays and
emergency room use and, in some cases, help pre-
vent some disease altogether.

“Employers have a limited amount of money to
spend, and they’re going to spend it on things that
have been shown to have value,” said Bruce Pran-
gley, a principal in the Norwalk office of Mercer Hu-
man Resource Consulting.

Not surprisingly, the new trend gaining steam is
called “value-based benefits.” It’s a 180-degree turn
from the practice of raising workers’ co-pays year 

Rather Than Raising Co-Pays Reflexively Year After Year, Some
Companies Are Lowering Them And Focusing On Prevention

Healthier Health Plans 
By DIANE LEVICK

COURANT STAFF WRITER

PLEASE SEE HEALTH PLANS, PAGE A10

“1776” was a musical history lesson
on Broadway, and a hit lesson at that.
How do you portray the founding
fathers as singing their way through
the Continental Congress? The
actors in the latest production, at
Goodspeed Opera House, offer their
ideas. Page G1

Plus, check your
revolutionary IQ
in a quiz about
Ben Franklin’s
illegitimate son,
Thomas
Jefferson’s other
skills, rude
nicknames and
more. Page G5.

ARTS

Reviving ‘1776’

Ever heard of “Predator Island”? “It’s
the worst thing you’ll ever see,” the
movie’s producer says, “but it’s got
alien invasions.” A Hamden film
company spews “slice ’em-dice
’ems” straight to video. Why? Horror
sells, here and overseas. It appears
gore is a universal language. Page H1

LIFE

Oh, The Horror!

Gov. M. Jodi Rell vetoed a multibillion dollar
bond package Saturday. Now, the question is:
Can the Democrats’ “veto-proof” majorities
prevail, or will Rell’s action expose the limits
of their power? In Connecticut, Page B1

Plus, a look at arguments for both sides:

EXERCISE CONTROL
“Government overspending in a number

of states has led to massive deficits and

consequently massive tax increases. …

Connecticut has avoided these pitfalls 

and I intend to keep it that way.”

Gov M. Jodi Rell

TAKE RESPONSIBILITY
“If the Governor is serious about reducing the

debt she helped create, let her tell the public

which town’s school construction, bridge and

road repairs, flood control or sewage

treatment projects need to be put off.”

Rep. James Amann

In Commentary, Page C1

State Bond Battle
Getting Hotter
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Lesser Expectations

Poverty is without argument a key
factor in academic problems plaguing
black and Hispanic children in tough ur-
ban centers such as Hartford and Bridge-
port.

But the achievement gap also occurs
among minority students in middle-
class and wealthy suburbs.

On a 2005 nationwide reading test, the
gap between black and white high school
seniors whose parents were college grad-
uates actually was larger than the gap
between blacks and whites whose par-
ents had not finished high school.

Why?
It is one of the most confounding ques-

tions confronting America’s schools,
and Bloomfield is hardly alone.

Sometimes the problem is obscured.
At upscale Hall High School in nearby
West Hartford, for example, overall test
results appeared good this year, but a
closer look shows that only 16 percent of
black sophomores met the state math
goal, compared with 74 percent of white
sophomores.

Some experts believe the problem is
largely one of expectations — that
schools demand less from minority stu-
dents and channel them into less rigor-
ous courses.

In the predominantly black school
system in Maryland’s Prince George’s
County, school Superintendent John
Deasy has led an aggressive effort to ex-
pand the number of rigorous, high-level
courses and to insist that more students
enroll in them.

“For children of color, there’s more
than enough evidence ... [that] there are
lower expectations around their per-
formance,” he said. “How often do we
present [minority] children with role
models — who are highly successful,
high-powered academic scholars — who
look like them?

“I think the answer is, we don’t.”

Cultural Gaps
Ferguson, the Harvard professor, said

he believes other factors, such as family
background, cultural differences and
child-rearing practices among families
of different races can contribute to the
achievement gap.

He cites data showing that black ele-
mentary school children of various so-
cial classes, more often than whites, re-
port watching TV as their chief activity
at home. They also report spending less
time reading for pleasure than white
children do, he said. 

And, he said, figures from a federal
survey indicate that black kindergartn-
ers, including those whose mothers are
highly educated, have fewer books in
their homes than white children do.

Exactly how any of these factors affect
achievement is a matter of debate and —
as with most matters involving race —
issues such as differing family back-
grounds can be difficult to confront
openly.

“Achievement gaps are not facts of na-
ture,” Ferguson said in an interview
published in the Harvard Education Let-
ter last year. “They are mostly because of
differences in life experience. We’ve got
to figure out how to get all kids the kinds
of experiences that really maximize ac-
cess to middle-class skills.”

In that interview, Ferguson was asked
whether focusing on lifestyle factors
isn’t just a way of blaming the victim. He
responded that his motivation is not to
assign blame but simply to find ways to
reduce the achievement gap. 

“I don’t care whose fault it is, really,”
he said. “If it’s the case that reading
scores could rise if parents pushed their
kids to do more leisure reading at home
or took the television out of the bedroom,
why not do it? Or why not at least tell par-
ents that that’s an option. … I think most
parents would want to know.”

Pedro Noguera, a professor of educa-
tion at New York University, said the is-
sue is complex. He said it is clear “there
is a substantial amount of evidence that
black parents want to see their kids suc-
ceed in school.”

But, he said, just because students’
families have middle-class incomes, that
does not guarantee social advantage. Al-
though family incomes may be similar,
some families do not have the advan-
tages or stability that comes with inher-
ited wealth or several generations of col-
lege education, he said.

“On the face of it, they may not be in
the same situation at all,” he said.

Another possible factor affecting
achievement, Ferguson said, was the
rise of an urban youth culture, including
hip-hop and rap music, in the late 1980s
and early 1990s — about the same time
that progress on closing the achieve-
ment gap halted. 

Across the nation, black and Hispanic
students made dramatic academic gains
and narrowed the gap throughout the
1970s and 1980s, but progress halted
about 1988, and the gap has remained
wide since then, Ferguson said.

At Bloomfield High School, Mardi Lo-
man, a reading consultant who teaches
review classes for students who failed
the 10th-grade test, said some students
“aspire to an urban stereotype.”

Especially among some boys, school-
work “is not important,” she said.

The Poverty Theory
The answer to understanding Bloom-

field’s achievement gap also may lie in
the town’s changing fortunes.

Although Bloomfield is considered a
middle-class community, educators and
others say the town’s schools have seen
increasing numbers of foster children,
children from single-parent families and
children living in poverty.

While Bloomfield’s overall median
family income grew substantially dur-
ing the 1990s, the median income of fami-
lies with children in public schools
slipped, according to the state Depart-
ment of Education. By 1999, the median
income for families with children in pub-
lic schools was $53,448, well below the
town’s overall median family income of
$64,892, according to U.S. Census figures.

“Bloomfield has affluence, but it also
has people living on the border of Hart-
ford on Blue Hills Avenue,” said James
Michel, a school board member and the
father of two sons in the school system.
He believes the town’s scholastic prob-
lems are rooted in poverty.

“I really think race has nothing to do
with it, absolutely zero,” Michel said.
“Economics are the biggest reason they
are falling behind.”

Officials say many families are first-
time homeowners, including recent ar-
rivals who are struggling to get by and

have less time to monitor schoolwork.
The number of low-income students, as
measured by school lunch poverty
guidelines, has risen to 43 percent, up
from 31 percent a decade ago, state fig-
ures show.

“This town is not as affluent as Chesh-
ire or Durham,” said Loman, the reading
consultant at Bloomfield High School.
“Whether or not [the 10th-grade test]
measures aptitude, [it] definitely meas-
ures for economic status.”

The school system also may be losing
some of its top students. About 15 per-
cent of the town’s school-age children at-
tend private schools, well above the 10
percent statewide average. Another 19
percent attend alternative public
schools such as magnet and charter
schools.

Florence Johnson moved to Bloom-
field in 1997 and, by 2002, pulled all three
of her school-aged children out of the
school system. She sent them to Hart-
ford-area magnet schools.

Schools tried different approaches,
made changes in curriculum and gener-
ally lacked direction, she said. “They
tried too many new things, and then they
didn’t give them enough time to see if
they worked.”

Johnson also said some teachers
failed to demand enough of students. 

“We have people in teaching who
don’t think some kids are worthy,” she
said.

Tackling The Problem
Whatever the reasons for the achieve-

ment gap, teachers, administrators and

parents are pledging to tackle the prob-
lem.

Superintendent of Schools David Title
speculates that this year’s results may be
a temporary setback — the result of a
sophomore class that had a history of
low performance on previous standar-
dized tests.

Title has asked for an item-by-item
analysis of the test results.

“We’re looking for any clue, any gap …
to help us understand what happened,”
he said.

On the latest test, boys had far worse
scores than girls, especially in reading
and writing, the Bloomfield results
show. Of more than 160 sophomores who
took the state test last spring, only three
— all girls — met state goals in all four
subjects.

One of those three is 15-year-old Pav-
lova Steer, who takes mostly honors-
level courses.

“You can automatically tell, for most
students, [schoolwork] is not their first
priority,” Steer said. “All they want to
talk about is entertainment, their
clothes — not ‘I got 100 on my algebra
test.’ ”

Another ongoing issue in Bloomfield
is the steady stream of new arrivals to
the schools, including some with limited
language skills and educational back-
grounds, he said. Of the students who
took last spring’s 10th-grade test, as
many as one-third had arrived in the
school system after eighth-grade, he
said.

Patricia Davis, whose son, Michael, is
a ninth-grader and has been an honor
student in the Bloomfield schools, said
she was shocked by the recent test scores
and wants school officials to make sure
parents are involved in tackling the
problem.

“There are a lot of parents working
two jobs, struggling to get through the
day. I think they need to understand you
can’t let [your children] go,” she said.
“You’ve got to stay on top of them.”

Experts say the problem begins long
before students reach high school or
even middle school. 

“What I’m pessimistic about is that
once kids reach middle school, there’s
not much you’re going to be able to do to
close the gaps. … It’s too late in a lot of
ways,” said David Grissmer, a re-
searcher at the University of Virginia’s
Center for the Advanced Study of Teach-
ing and Learning.

Citing research showing that much of
the gap exists by the time children reach
school age, Grissmer said the best hope
may be to identify and address problems
before children enter kindergarten.

Title agrees.
“My long-term solution is exactly

that,” he said, alluding to plans for the
creation of a new early childhood mag-
net school in Bloomfield by 2009.

As for the more immediate problem,
Title said the district plans to take ag-
gressive steps such as reviewing cur-
riculum, adding before- and after-school
classes to bolster skills, and encouraging
students to take more challenging cours-
es. The high school this fall also began re-
view classes for students who failed the
10th-grade test, which Bloomfield uses
as a graduation requirement.

“I think there are things we can do,”
Title said. “I’m still an optimist.”

Courant Reporter Steven Goode con-
tributed to this story.

BLOOMFIELD SOCIOECONOMICS

Although the achievement gap is found at all income levels, researchers still say
poverty is a powerful factor influencing children’s performance in school and that
family income and other socioeconomic factors are strong predictors of average
performance on achievement tests. Although Bloomfield’s overall median family
income rose significantly during the 1990s, the town saw a decline in median family
income for families who have children in public schools.

Race or Poverty?
Although low-income black and Latino children, on average, lag far behind

white children on various academic tests, the achievement gap also exists

for many blacks and Latinos from middle-class and upper-income families,

including those whose parents are college-educated.

EDUCATION

Achievement gaps between racial groups exist among children of highly educated
parents as well as those with parents who did not attend college. Here are the
average scores on a national reading test of black, Latino and white high school
seniors. These scores from the 2005 National Assessment of Educational Progress
are based on a scale of 0 to 500.
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Achievement gaps were found between whites and non-white students who took
the 2007 Connecticut Mastery Test, regardless of income. The two sets of graphs
below are for those who fall below federal guidelines for free or reduced-price
school lunches, and those who fall above the
guidelines.

Percentage of students in various groups who
met the state mathematics goal on the test:
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SOURCES: U.S. Department of Education; State Department of Education; U.S. Census
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his trainee’s problems.

Two Jolts
Shortly after noon, Dodge was

wheeled in to the operating room for a
procedure to remove a fibroid, a benign
tumor in the muscle of her uterus. The
plan was also to remove an intrauterine
birth control device and conduct a D&C,
a routine scraping of the uterine lining
to remove excess blood and tissue.

When the fibroid stalk proved too
tough to remove, the doctors decided to
amputate the tumor with a pencil-like
device equipped with an electrified nee-
dle. Turned on high frequency, it can act
like a small electronic scalpel.

Guided by a scope inserted into
Dodge’s uterus through her vagina, the
resident maneuvered the needle to the fi-
broid. During the procedure the super-
vising doctor noted “two jolts,” but de-
tected no harm, according to state
records.

Less than an hour after the operation
started, Dodge was taken to the recovery
room. The supervising doctor moved on
to another operating room to start a pro-
cedure on another patient. The resident
returned to the clinic to examine other
women.

Sophie Dodge and her family had
moved to Connecticut from their home
in Ottawa two years earlier. Her hus-
band, Philip, was in the Canadian Air
Force, posted this time for a four-year
stint at Sikorsky Aircraft. 

Since the two had met as students at

Mohawk College in Hamilton, Ontario,
and married 21 years ago, Sophie had
loyally followed Philip to military post-
ings across Canada. They had already
bounced from Halifax to Victoria and Ot-
tawa before landing in Fairfield in the
summer of 2005.

In Fairfield, Sophie enrolled Kayleigh
at Notre Dame High School. Keirsten
went to Holy Family School, also in Fair-
field. An award-winning employee at TD
Bank Canada, Sophie Dodge moved into
a position at TD BankNorth in Connecti-
cut. She and the family were looking for-
ward to returning to Canada at the end of
Philip’s tour.

“She was lovely,” said Kimberly Dan-

iels, a guidance secretary at Notre Dame
High School who remembers meeting
Sophie when she registered Kayleigh for
school. “The sincerity in her voice … she
just had that warmth.”

Cold Skin
But on Jan. 16, as Dodge waited in the

recovery room of Bridgeport Hospital to
go home with her husband, Philip told
the nurses that his wife’s skin felt cold. A
nurse pulled down the sheet covering
her and noticed she looked pale. 

Something was wrong. Her blood pres-
sure was plummeting. Dodge was going
into shock.

An ultrasound showed blood in her
abdomen; the doctor who supervised the
initial operation suspected she had a per-
forated uterus. He said he was not con-
cerned about profuse bleeding and or-
dered a blood transfusion, according to
state records.

After receiving four units of blood,
Dodge said her back hurt. Her belly was
swollen.

She was rushed back to the operating
room at about 3 p.m. and the supervising
physician, assisted by the resident, cut
an incision in Dodge’s abdomen. Instead
of finding the pink tissue of a normal ab-
dominal wall, hers was bright red with
blood.

The gynecologists called in vascular
surgeons in an attempt to repair the
damage. Blood was gushing from her
right iliac artery, which somehow had
been cut during the initial surgery. The
iliac artery is outside the wall of the uter-
us. Sophie Dodge’s heart stopped on the

operating table. She was pronounced
dead at 5:50 p.m.

The medical examiner concluded that
she bled to death, the result of a medical
mistake.

“It was something so simple, I didn’t
worry,” said Dodge’s mother, Annick Le-
guillou, speaking on the telephone from
her home in Burlington, Ontario. “Only
when Philip phoned me at 6:15 at night,
we couldn’t believe it.”

Philip Dodge declined to comment be-
cause he is preparing to file a lawsuit
against the hospital.

A State Investigation
The death of Sophie Dodge, along with

another episode at the hospital, was re-
ported to the state, sparking an in-
vestigation by the state Department of
Public Health. The result was what is
known as a consent agreement — one of
the more serious forms of discipline typ-
ically used by state regulators.

Under the terms of that agreement,
Bridgeport Hospital agreed to pay a
$15,000 fine and to hire an independent
nurse consultant to review its clinical
operations and recommend ways for the
hospital to avoid such incidents in the fu-
ture.

The state Department of Public Health
is also investigating the conduct of the
physicians involved in Dodge’s care.

In addition to Dodge’s death, the state
cited the hospital in two incidents that
occurred in late 2006, including one in
which a 49-year-old woman came into
the emergency room with blood clots
and ended up in a permanent vegetative

state sustained by a respirator and a
feeding tube.

State investigators said the woman
suffered catastrophic brain damage
after falling down twice while she was in
the hospital and hitting her head. State
investigators said hospital staff failed to
check the patient for brain injuries fol-
lowing either fall.

The hospital has already taken steps
to prevent patients from falling while in
the hospital, according to John Cappiel-
lo, a spokesman for Bridgeport Hospital.
In addition, all patients who are taking
blood-thinning medications, as the 49-
year-old patient was, now automatically
receive a CT scan of the head if they do
fall down.

Since the new safety measures have
been implemented, Cappiello said,
Bridgeport Hospital’s rate of patient falls
has remained below the benchmark lev-
el set by the Yale-New Haven Health Sys-
tem, of which the hospital is a member.

The resident who operated on Sophie
Dodge has since completed his training
and is practicing medicine in another
state, Cappiello said. Neither the resi-
dent nor the supervising physician was
named in state records.

After the incident, Cappiello said the
resident’s performance showed steady
improvement and he was consistently
rated as being competent. The accident,
however, is part of his permanent train-
ing record at Bridgeport and would be
shared with prospective employers.

Contact Hilary Waldman at
hwaldman@courant.com.

Hospital Disciplined By State Regulators After Incidents
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Sophie Dodge was rushed
back to the operating room

at about 3 p.m. and the
supervising physician,
assisted by the resident, 

cut an incision in Dodge’s
abdomen. Blood was

gushing from her right iliac
artery, which somehow had
been cut during the initial

surgery. Dodge’s heart
stopped on the operating

table. She was pronounced
dead at 5:50 p.m.


