We’re going to realize these opportunities by partnering with teachers,
school boards, parents, and students. We’re going to listen to our teachers.
We’re going to give them the tools they need to succeed. We’re going to put
their good ideas to work creating rigorous and relevant study programs.
—-Governor Bill Ritter, The Colorado Promise

education

Education: Where We Are Now
15,500 Colorado students who started as freshman in 2001 had not graduated four
years later. Only half of Denver Public School students are graduating on time. 1
High school dropouts earn an average of $9,245 less than high school graduates
annually.2 The estimated cost of lost earning potential to the Colorado economy is $3.4
billion dollars each year.3
Colorado’s dropout rates continue to increase.
18

Colorado Department of Education Dropout Rates – Historical Overview

Goals: Where We Need to Go
1. Improve the quality of Colorado’s schools and the opportunities for children.
2. Ensure efficient and effective accountability systems that serve children.
3. Provide adequate and equitable investments in education and Colorado’s future.
4. Strengthen Colorado’s assessment and evaluation process.
5. Direct resources intelligently and target the needs of high-risk children.

Improve the quality of Colorado’s schools and the opportunities for children.
Understanding Colorado’s children:
Total Colorado public school enrollment for 2006: 794,026
 263,759 students qualified for free and reduced lunch (34%)5
 7,592 homeless students in Colorado6
 78,756 identified special education students7
 99,819 English second language learners8
 53,940 Identified as Gifted and Talented 9
For Colorado to provide schools of learning, we must first recognize that every child is unique and has
unlimited capacity. No single model provides the answer for every child and no system-wide overhaul is the
answer for every school. The one-size-fits-all model in education has failed to address the unique challenges
and strengths of our 178 urban, rural, and suburban Colorado school districts and the children they are
designed to serve.
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Executive Recommendation 1A: Expand school options and differentiate to meet the needs of
individual students. Differentiating schools and classroom instruction by implementing a variety of
schools throughout Colorado is a proven successful way to begin transforming Colorado’s drop-outs into
college graduates. The model of
differentiation offers parents and
students an array of options to best
suit their ability, learning style,
talents, interests and future goals
while promoting leadership,
supporting teachers, empowering
students and involving parents. 10
Differentiation is a simple
acknowledgment that the world is
changing and our educational
system needs to develop the
flexibility and the agility to cultivate
readers, writers, problem-solvers,
collaborators, critical thinkers, and
communicators through varied
settings and philosophies.
Some examples of successful
Colorado magnet schools include:
Montessori, experiential learning,
bilingual, performing arts, gifted and
talented, British primary, and vocational high schools. Additional magnet options may include schools for
mathematics and engineering, science and technology, vocational education, leadership, foreign language,
visual arts, Waldorf, and so forth. Magnet schools, such as The Denver School for Performing Arts, previously
at Cole Middle school, have been successful at promoting racial and socio-economic integration and
cultivating the individual abilities and opportunities of each child.
Colorado’s Mapleton school district was the first in the nation to adopt a district-wide model of differentiating
schools. Mapleton’s model of innovation and leadership can be duplicated throughout Colorado, beginning
with the schools serving the most at-risk students. Adequate support and resources are essential for
transforming schools into individualized learning communities that promote human development and a
powerful citizenry, as well as an accomplished workforce. Expanding the model of differentiation in schools
and classrooms does not require more legislation. It does, however, require civic collaboration, financial
capacity, institutional will, and leadership.

Ensure efficient and effective accountability systems.
Timeline of school reform and implementation of overlapping accountability systems:
 1999 Accreditation Accountability Act signed by Governor Romer
 2000 School Accountability Reports, SB 186, signed by Governor Owens
 2002 No Child Left Behind Act signed by President Bush

Five Costly and Conflicting Accountability Systems
1. Federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) – requires all children to be 100% proficient on state tests by
2014.
2. State School Accountability Reports (SARs) – evaluate schools based on students’ responses to the
Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP).
3. Colorado Department of Education – regulates the school Accrediting Act, licenses teachers, and
enforces state and federal mandates.
4. Local school boards – ensures accountability through the election process.
5. On-site managers—superintendent, principal, school accountability teams, parents and students.
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 The 2006 school accountability ratings labeled 352 schools “Low,” and 21 “Unsatisfactory.” 12
 Under the guidelines of No Child Left Behind, 467 schools did not meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP )
(39% of Colorado’s districts). As a result of conflicting rating systems, many of the low and unsatisfactory rated
schools are different than the schools not meeting AYP.
 There is no state-wide cost analysis that identifies the cost for complying for the No Child Left Behind Act; a
Federal Registry Notice in October 2007 estimates the national burden for meeting the NCLB reporting
requirements at $135,000,000 13 not including the costs of any testing.

Two Conflicting Measurement Tools14
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 Conflicting results on state and national standardized tests tell us more about the measurement tool
than the children they are attempting to measure. The Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP) and the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP ) have shown significantly different results for student
achievement in Colorado.
 Over the past six years, Colorado has spent more than $300 million dollars – more than $50 million
annually 15 – to distribute and administer CSAP with little improvement in test scores and negative student
outcomes.
 Although Colorado uses CSAP data to make critical decisions and judgments, CSAP and McGraw Hill, test
developer and grader, have never been independently audited or evaluated for validity or reliability.

Three redundant and conflicting reports:
1. School Accountability Reports (SARs)
2. Annual Reports (Required by NCLB and Colorado’s Accreditation Policies)
3. School Improvement Plans (developed by each individual school)
 The unfortunate aspect of competing accountability systems and duplicative reports is that parents and
communities are now bombarded with conflicting information. In a study of three districts, 23 schools were
given conflicting ratings on school reports. 16
 88% of superintendents say “keeping up with all the local, state and federal mandates handed down to
the schools takes up way too much time.” 17 Littleton Public Schools (LPS) reports a 608% increase in
reporting (69 required reports in 2000, compared to 489 reports required in 2006). The cost alone for simply
sorting and mailing the CSAP tests in LPS is $16,000.18
Competing accountability systems have proven to be costly and ineffective. Conflicts in test scores,
government rating systems, and redundant reports have not brought clarity or transparency to public schools.
The results of Colorado’s “accountability reforms” have yielded poor results – an increase in drop-out rates
and incarcerations, fewer college graduates, and less of our tax dollars directed towards opportunity and
prevention.
Legislative Recommendation 2A: Streamline accountability systems by removing the former SB 186
(School Accountability Reports). All four other accountability systems would be retained including NCLB,
district accreditation, individual school improvement plans, teachers licensing and on-site yearly
evaluations. Repealing SB186 has no impact on the amount of CSAP testing currently being required by
NCLB. A repeal of SB 186 will, however, eliminate one of the reports and eliminate Colorado’s discredited
process of grading schools on the sole basis of standardized test scores. NCLB will continue to use test
scores as the value of school quality. This legislative recommendation will produce millions of dollars that
can be returned to the state and individual school districts. The savings can be more effectively utilized to
access federal grant dollars, doubling Colorado’s investments in quality pre-school and educational
services.

Provide adequate and equitable investments in Colorado’s children.
 A 2001-2002 Adequacy Study by Children’s Voices concluded that the state spent between $568 and
$841 million less than would have been required for school districts to bring all students up to required
standards. The adequacy study has now been updated to reflect increased requirements under No Child
Left Behind and increased costs. Taking those factors into account, the study concluded that current
funding is at least $630 million per year below what would be necessary to allow schools to meet current
standards.19
 Educational investments directly correlate with Gross Domestic Product. Education yields a greater return
on taxpayer investments than any other government expenditure. 20
 One quarter of Colorado school buildings are functionally inadequate. 21
 Nearly a third of elementary schools and one out of every five middle and high schools are too small. 22
 One-third of high schools have inadequate science facilities, and one-third are technologically
inadequate. 23
 The total backlog of school construction and maintenance needs are estimated at between $5.7 and
$10 billion. Most Colorado school districts aren't able to raise the money needed to address their school
capital construction needs.24
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The consequence of Colorado’s inequity - a return to racial and economic segregation
 Race continues to play a significant role in education. In a comprehensive study called Denver Divided:
Sprawl, Race, and Poverty in Greater Denver, David Rusk reported of 39 schools that were 90-100%
minority, all 39 had a majority of low-income pupils. The odds are four-to-one that a pupil in schools with
a predominant minority student population will also be attending schools where the majority of students
are low-income. At the other end of the scale, none of the 172 schools that were 80% or more Anglo had
majorities of low-income pupils.25
 National studies have consistently determined that low-income students perform significantly better
among middle income and wealthy students than in schools where over half of the students are lowincome. Yet, a study by David Aske, economics professor, of the University of Northern Colorado revealed
the following conclusions: 26
87% of whites were enrolled in the top 10% of performing schools
Only 7% of whites were enrolled in the bottom 10% of performing schools
5% of students participating in free and reduced lunch are enrolled in the top 10% of performing
schools
81% of students participating in free and reduced lunch are enrolled in the bottom 10% of
performing schools
Discrepancies in achievement are a direct reflection of
inequities in resources and opportunity for Colorado’s poor
and minority children. Social inequities have become
institutionalized in our educational system. The lack of
commitment to Colorado’s most vulnerable children is
costing us morally and economically. Our challenge is to
break the policies and practices that break the children. In
their recommendations to the P20 council, the Denver Area
School Superintendents’ Council attested that “Within
these recommendations exists a positive presumption that
adequate funding does not currently exist in support of
Colorado’s children…Unless Colorado adequately supports
and provides alignment throughout the full continuum of
services outlined in the Colorado Promise, the good ideas
discussed will not come to fruition. In the final analysis,
quality does cost money.27
Executive Recommendation 3A: Develop Capital
Construction Partnerships. The business community
has asserted its role in public education without
asserting an investment in system improvements. As part
of a “New Schools Initiative,” business teams would
assume responsibility for the capital construction
improvement needs of a school or small district, selected
according to the ranking system developed by the
Donnell-Kay Foundation and the findings from the School Facility Assessment Report. Coordinated
through area chambers of commerce and championed by Governor Ritter, this type of collaboration with
Colorado business leaders provides the opportunity to generate the $5.7 - $10 billion estimated costs of
school facility improvements without further compromising Colorado’s children.
Legislative Recommendation 3B: Develop revenue sources in conjunction with new building
developments to sustain the capital construction needs of community schools. Builders and
developers should work with state leaders on a collective agreement that ensures adequate investments
in the educational infrastructure required to sustain new housing developments and expansion. The
revenues generated should be applied on a statewide basis, administered in a way that resolves funding
inequities, and applied to the schools with the most critical needs. Colorado business neighbors Arizona,
New Mexico, and Wyoming all provide substantial state funding for their states' school buildings. 28
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Legislative Recommendation 3C: Resolve inequities in school funding and discrepancies in
student achievement. While Colorado students have equity in access and expectations, they are yet to
experience equity in opportunity. Variances in mill levy overrides and property taxes have created vast
inequities in school resources and opportunities for children. Colorado scores below average on resource
equity funding.29 Advantaged children attend the wealthiest schools while the most economically
disadvantaged children continue to attend the poorest schools. 30 A commitment to closing the
achievement gap must begin by closing the opportunity gap. This includes compensation and packages
to attract qualified, experienced educators to schools serving a high proportion of underserved children
and to supporting teachers and school leaders with the tools and resources to promote children’s
intellectual, social and emotional development. The Connecticut legislature is tying equitable school
funding to accountability. The detailed model is available at
http://www.hartfordinfo.org/issues/wsd/EducationFunding/CCJEF_Feb_21_07.pdf.
Executive Recommendation 5C: A comprehensive strategic plan for school districts to improve
economic and racial integration. Today’s schools are as segregated as they were in 1968. To move
forward, Colorado must be prepared to implement inter-district cooperation in a bottom-up fashion.
Boulder Valley Schools Re 1 has already embarked on a plan to de-stratify and institute socio-economic
balance in every school.31 District administrators, especially those in large districts, should establish a
network to share information and lessons learned. Each district should be held accountable for
developing long-term strategies to end segregation.

Strengthen Colorado’s assessment and evaluation process.
In 2006, The Think Tank Review Project evaluated 13 think tank reports. “Only two could be considered
to have minimally passed expert muster.” 32 Curriculum has narrowed under the constraint of high-stakes
testing, and school electives have been cut.33
Assessments are an integral part of every educational format and essential to the teacher tool kit.
Assessments at the classroom level are instructional. CSAP and national standardized tests (NAEP)
monitor and compare but are not learning tools. We must begin to recognize the distinction between
assessing for teaching and learning purposes and testing to monitor and compare.
In the 2006 Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll, two out of three respondents say that the use of a single state
test cannot provide a fair picture of whether or not a school needs improvement. 34
Using the free lunch indicator alone, University of Denver researcher Lisa Piscopo was able to predict
student performance on CSAP with 81% accuracy, proving once again that income is the greatest
indicator of achievement.35
While an improvement over earlier standardized tests, CSAP is not designed to measure teacher quality or
school success and is therefore not an effective tool for those purposes. High-stakes testing unfairly punishes
and sanctions teachers and children in impoverished communities. Furthermore, linear, single-solution, and
shallow standards of achievement reinforce the lowest levels of learning and compromise our shared
educational goals for a powerful citizenry, a prepared work force, and advanced individual development
Legislative Recommendation 4A: Expand the indicators of student learning, teacher quality, and
school success. Decades of research have shown that
standardized tests do not reflect the thinking and abilities
our children will need most to adapt and succeed in a future
that is uncertain. It is a tragedy that standardized tests, and
children's adherence to the lowest common denominator,
now represents greatness. Conversations 2007 and the P20
councils have recently developed new goals for Colorado’s
schools, including: “Meet the individual needs of children,
create life-long learners, and prepare children for the global
world and technology.” These goals align more closely with
the priorities of parents and citizens. As long as test scores
are the single indicator of success, these values will not be
reflected in our schools, classrooms, or future adults.
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Legislative Recommendation 4B: Meet the minimum requirements for testing and reporting as
mandated under No Child Left Behind. Colorado currently exceeds NCLB testing requirements. The
savings of this legislative recommendation is more than $10 million and can be directed at early
intervention and doubled through federal grant programs. The Denver Area School Superintendents’
Council (DASSC) has recommended the following CSAP replacements to the P20 council: EXPLORE test
for grade 8, the PLAN test for grade 10, and the ACT for grade 11. The Children’s Action Agenda supports
the assessment decisions of each district and their citizen elected school board.
Executive Recommendation 4C: Create a school accountability oversight board. The General
Assembly should consider establishing a non-partisan permanent board devoted to oversight of
accountability related to state expenditures in education. Members would also include non-legislators
with expertise in education as well as parents and students. Local school boards should be given the
opportunities to “show and tell” the challenges they face daily and the progress they are making in
addressing those challenges. Designating “up close and personal” days for legislators, Colorado
Department of Education (CDE), and municipal officials to visit schools, observe classes, talk with
practitioners, students and parents. Public forums where parents and students were invited to share their
experiences could strengthen mutual understanding, reinforce accountability, improve assessment, and
ground local and state policymaking in the everyday reality of schooling across the state. The oversight
board would be charged with collecting information, synthesizing the board findings, and making
recommendations to the state legislature, the CDE and the Governor.

Direct resources intelligently and target the needs of high-risk children.
Colorado’s dropout rate is steadily increasing. 2004-2005 saw a dropout rate of 4.2%. This was a 0.4
percentage point increase from the 2003-2004 school year (3.8%) and a 1.8 percentage point increase
from the 2002-2003 school year (2.4%).36
15% of Colorado’s children live in poverty. 37
44% of Hispanic students graduate from high school on time. 38
56% of African-American students graduate high school on time. 39
15% - 40 % of identified gifted students are “at-risk” for school failure or significant under-achievement.40
The Colorado Preschool and Kindergarten Program estimated 7,931 eligible students not served in
2006-2007 because of the lack of funding.41
Targeting resources simply means recognizing where the needs are and directing resources accordingly.
Gifted and talented children are especially neglected in a system that strives only for “proficiency.” Children
with learning disabilities have never received
the full services federally mandated and we
continue to assess their development with
the wrong measurement tools. Schools need
to strengthen the mechanisms for
recognizing and responding to children who
lack family support, resources, and are
susceptible to physical, sexual, and
emotional trauma. Misplacements,
inadequate services, and insufficient
resources are costly failures on the part of
government priorities and incur significant
losses in state revenues as a result of
unemployment, incarceration, and
remediation services. It’s time again for
Colorado to provide the services and the
support system to adequately develop at-risk
children and prepare them with the life-skills
that will contribute to their independence and
to Colorado’s success.

25

Executive Recommendation 5A: Expand intervention and prevention programs and build community
partnerships. Programs that raise awareness, build community, and respond to the specific needs of
children are the answer to closing the achievement gap, improving Colorado’s high school graduation
rates, and reducing youth incarcerations. Research shows that both the school environment and the social
and economic conditions confronting students outside of school impact student achievement. 42 While
program recommendations should not be prescriptive, Governor Ritter and the Colorado Department of
Education should work with districts to remove barriers, identify resources, and develop partnerships to
target services for children in need. In addition, cooperative efforts with libraries, recreation facilities,
businesses, and faith-based groups have increased access to quality after-school programs and should be
further expanded and closely monitored.Legislative Recommendation 5B: Offer matching grants to
cities, counties and districts for evidence-based prevention and intervention programs. Many cities
and counties have already begun to recognize the long-term benefits of supporting children’s development,
especially those who are at the greatest risk. The city of Littleton, for example, has implemented six childcentered evidence based programs. Life Skills Training, Functional Family Therapy, Bully Proofing,
Incredible Years, and Nurse Family Partnerships reach thousands of children every year. The six initiatives
cost about $100,000 and are paid for by the city’s general fund.
Legislative Recommendation 5C: Provide high quality and developmentally appropriate pre-school
for 4-year-old children of low-income families. To thrive, children need nurturing families and quality
early learning experiences. Programs that target families with infants and toddlers, such as Head Start,
have been shown to improve children’s cognitive development as well as increase positive parenting skills.
Access to high-quality preschool for 4-year-olds and optional full-day kindergarten is critical, provided that
preschool programs are based on
well-established knowledge of how
children learn and how to lay a
foundation for lifelong learning.
Appropriate early education
emphasizes experiential, hands-on
activities, open-ended creative play,
and caring human relationships.43
Preschool education must not
follow the same path that has led
kindergartens toward intense
academic instruction with little or
no time for child-initiated
learning. 44 Well intentioned but
misguided policies and programs
may actually put children at
increased risk of school failure by
denying them positive early learning
experiences.
Senate Bill 06-199 created 2,000
new preschool slots for the ‘07-‘08
academic year. The Children’s Action
Agenda applauds those efforts and
supports the Bell Policy Institute’s
recommendations specified in Memo
No. 3 to increase quality, affordable
preschool and optional full-day
kindergarten, provided they follow
quality early education guidelines
developed through credible
organizations such as the criteria
established by the National
Association for the Education of
Young Children.45

26

.

Chase’s

S t o r y / Cher Russell, Greeley, CO
My son attends school in northern Colorado,
currently encumbered by Academic Watch.
Since the implementation of the new literacy
curriculum last year (per guidelines of No
Child Left Behind), I have witnessed the
destructive impact of new policies in our
classrooms. Most notably, the programs
implemented by the district are strictly
geared toward those who are at or below
grade level. “Unfortunately,” many students,
including my son do not fall into that
category.

Under the new program guidelines, the entire
curriculum is scripted, rote and repetitious.
Students are not allowed to think for
themselves. Teachers are forced to rush
through the class materials, sometimes
setting timers to limit any mindful
deliberation on the studies at hand.
Students are required to learn through memorization while any creative thinking, abstract reasoning or
experiential application of the material is strongly discouraged.
What is the result? Students who excelled in reading and writing at the end of the second grade, are now
falling behind. Literacy classes have degenerated into a monotonous two hour repose, where the same
stories are read three or four times. (For some children – whose reading level is deemed unacceptable – an
additional 30 minutes or more of Literacy is added at the expense of Science or Social Studies.)
Parents in our district have approached their children’s teachers, their principals and the school board
president, all to no avail. Measures to allow more challenging material have been denied. There will be no
individualized focus or allowances – there must be no divergence from the curriculum. Our school board
president has acknowledged that the current program, “is not for all children, but it is reaching the ones who
need it the most.” Such mindless resignation is not acceptable.
Teachers and principals are informing parents that children must restrict their behavior and learning style to
the curriculum. It is unfortunate for the district that our children can’t be mass produced into the lowest
common denominator.
It is not the children who must change, but the system which stifles their educational opportunities and
learning experiences. It is impossible to believe that limiting our instruction to a single approach will work for
every child. As a result of grading schools on the basis of test scores , we are failing to cultivate the talents
of children.
I now have my son on every waiting list I can find, to ensure that he receives an education outside of this
District. I want my child to have the opportunity to reach his potential. I want him to be challenged, and to
experience a range of learning methods and ideas. I want him to realize the satisfaction of making a
personal investment in his education, and I want a curriculum that honors the whole child – emotionally,
socially, physically, and intellectually.
I would like to think things will change and our district will consider meaningful educational opportunities for
all children. In the meantime, thousands of children like my son are paying the price for a failed paradigm
and misguided policies
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