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Colorado has faced financial challenges over the past four years with two competing constitutional amendments, TABOR and Amendment 23, and a downturn in the economy which has reduced revenues.   Through Amendment 23, K-12 education has been protected from budget cuts, and will continue to be funded above growth and inflation by one percent.  By the year 2011, we will have increased the amount of spending per pupil dramatically.  


When Amendment 23 was passed, the average amount spent per student in Colorado was $7323.  Since that time, after four years, we are now spending an average of $9000 per student.  All told, the citizens of Colorado are investing over six billion dollars a year for the education of 729,417 public schools students.  This amount, the largest expenditure of state government, is adequately preparing most of our students for college or a career.  However, too many students are still dropping out of school or are not proficient in the skills necessary to be successful.  I believe we need to restructure our school district financing to fund students for academic success, and not to just fund educational systems. 

As we worked on the School Finance Act, we determined that students who are eligible for the federal free lunch program are more challenging to educate to proficiency than other students.  Each district receives an extra allocation of about $800 of funding for those at-risk students.  However that money does not necessarily follow each at-risk student into their local school.  I believe it is time to change that in Colorado.  If some students are more difficult to educate, and districts receive extra funding to help, why not allocate the resources in the local school which is trying to educate them?  

This concept, called the “weighted student formula,” has been used in Edmonton, Canada, for over thirty years, and has matched extra funding to the individual students who are the most difficult to educate.  I believe it is time for the school districts in Colorado to connect individual academic needs with the funding necessary to make success possible.  I carried House Bill 1433 which tracks student growth longitudinally. We now track every student in Colorado for their academic growth from grade to grade, based on an assessment of their CSAP tests.  In Colorado we can increase academic growth by tracking funding to the at-risk students who need it most.    


It is possible to do this by adding just a few words to our existing Colorado statutes to assure that at least seventy-five percent of a district’s funding for at-risk pupils goes to the school the student attends.  This change would create incentives for districts to provide the necessary resources to local schools that work with and educate at-risk students.  Funding would be available for more experienced teachers to educate at-risk students.   


Some solutions to educating each student adequately are as simple as allocating resources smartly to accomplish the job.  In his book, “Making Schools Work,” UCLA professor Dr. William Ouchi, studied school districts in the United States and Canada for their funding of individual students, coupled with giving principals the authority to tailor unique educational programs to students at the school level.  Dr. Ouchi’s study concluded that an essential management process begins with an appropriate discussion about defining student academic success.  The “weighted student formula,” should be then be used to fund local systems by allocating resources to help each student be successful.


A new report just issued by the Denver Commission on Secondary School Reform came to the same conclusion: “Over time and with training and support, principals should assume responsibility for the budget, hiring, firing, scheduling, professional development and educational design for their schools.”  It also recommends that we, “…study changes in the methods of allocating funds to schools based on student characteristics, and reshape the District’s central office into a service organization with the primary functions of achievement, student success, and supporting schools.”


By using existing resources more smartly, Colorado can improve our students’ education by targeting funding to the schools that will actually educate them.  Let us help each student perform to the limit of their ability. I believe we will then truly have a successful K-12 school system.    






