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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Executive Summary

INTRODUCTION

School districts across Colorado have begun to transform and personalize the educational
process through digital learning. State-authorized programs are offering fully online options
to students in grades K-12, supplemental online courses are being offered by Colorado Online
Learning and some districts across the state are incorporating blended learning into their
face-to-face classrooms. However, these options are not universally available to all Colorado
students, creating inequities across the state.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

The Colorado Legislature sought to better understand digital learning and the opportunities it
creates for students when it passed HB12-1124 requiring a “digital learning study.”1 This report
addresses the questions raised in the digital study bill. It looks at student access to digital learning2
opportunities in Colorado, the student outcomes that are evident in those programs (and the
extent to which data about student outcomes are not yet available), the ways quality and
accountability are addressed, and other key issues. The report also makes several recommendations that the Colorado Legislature should consider addressing in order to use digital learning
as a linchpin to extending learning opportunities for all Colorado students and improving student
outcomes. Key findings:

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

• Online and blended learning opportunities vary by type of digital program and student
location; many students do not have access to online courses or blended schools.

OUTCOMES

• The current system for measuring and monitoring quality in Colorado’s public education
system—both online and brick-and-mortar—utilizes a combination of inputs including
content standards, teacher licensure requirements, and seat-time requirements, along
with outputs including student performance on state assessments, growth scores, and
postsecondary workforce readiness. Digital learning holds promise for new ways of
addressing quality.
• Decisions about content and instructional materials are made at the local level for all
content, courses, and instruction, whether digital or face-to-face.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

• Although Colorado teachers must be highly qualified, online and blended teachers do
not have teacher preparation or professional development requirements specific to online
and blended learning.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

• Blended learning holds promise for lowering the cost of education, but only after a
significant initial investment.
• Digital learning requires that students have broadband Internet access, at least at school
and ideally at home as well, but broadband access is not universally available throughout
Colorado.

CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Online schools must comply with all of the accountability measures that apply to traditional public schools. There is a gap, however, with programs that serve fewer than 100
students (or that have not applied for online school status) and are contained within
larger schools as they do not have separate reporting mechanisms.

1

1
2

House Bill 12-1124, Concerning a study of digital learning in Colorado, http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/download/HB12-1124.pdf
In this report we use the terms “digital learning” and “blended learning” interchangeably.
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Recommendations include:

INTRODUCTION

• Changing the law to allow students to choose individual online courses and have the
pro rata portion of per pupil revenue (PPR) follow the student to the provider of the online
course is the change related to digital learning that would have the largest impact on
the educational landscape.
• The state should consider modifying its student count practice to, at a minimum, include
more than one count day.

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

• Driving a truly individualized education system through waivers and credit flexibility are
short-term measures Colorado can consider by which states are providing districts the
ability to use a competency-based approach to granting credits and funding students.
A complete redesign of how Colorado awards credit and measures student outcomes is
necessary in the long term to realize the full benefits of digital learning.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

• The long-term goal of Colorado’s student data and assessment systems should be to
capture a comprehensive picture of each student’s characteristics and learning trajectory.

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

• Colorado Online Learning (COL) has been funded through an appropriation and a
competitive request for proposal (RFP) in past years. Future appropriations and RFPs
should require that respondents discuss how they can assist districts with implementing
blended learning programs, and that the blended learning response be part of the rubric
that determines the successful proposal.

OUTCOMES

• Broadband access for all schools is an essential requirement of digital learning, and
many schools in Colorado still lack access. The state should ensure that broadband
reaches all 178 school districts, and identify a strategy to take network connections
from the “middle mile” to the “last mile.” This would bring high-speed Internet access
much closer to school for more students, especially in geographically large rural
districts.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

• New legislation relating to digital learning should be considered and enacted within the
context of Colorado’s recently passed reform legislation with respect to aligning standards,
school- and district-level accountability, teacher/school leader effectiveness, and student
literacy policies.
Successful digital learning courses and schools are transforming the educational experience
for some students in Colorado. Now the challenge is to ensure that all students in Colorado
have access to high-quality opportunities and that the outcomes of students in online and
blended programs are well tracked, understood, and reported.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES
RECOMMENDATIONS
CONCLUSION
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Introduction
Why digital learning is central to a 21st century vision for education

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

INTRODUCTION

Digital learning is education that combines online and face-to-face instruction in ways that
integrate the best of both worlds, allowing students to succeed in a more personalized
environment. Students are able to choose computer-mediated content and paths through
instructional materials that best fit their learning styles, including the possibility of increased
individual time with teachers. Teachers are able to access countless instructional materials to
use in their classes, and access reams of data that allow them to maintain an ever-changing
snapshot of what each student knows, where students are being challenged, and where
students can move ahead. Students also can access information and content in blended
programs in ways that allow them to own their outcomes and drive their learning experiences.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

School districts and charter schools across Colorado have already begun to incorporate
digital learning in pockets throughout the state. State-authorized programs are offering fully
online options to students in grades K-12, supplemental online courses are being offered by
Colorado Online Learning (COL) and some districts across the state, and a few districts are
incorporating blended learning into their face-to-face classrooms. However, these options are
not universally available to all Colorado students, creating inequities for students across the state.

Definitions

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

The Colorado Legislature called for a study of “digital learning,” which it defined as
“any type of learning that is facilitated by technology.” In this report we characterize
“digital learning” as encompassing online and blended learning, but not including
education technology that does not meet the definition of blended learning. We define
blended learning as a combination of online and onsite learning that

OUTCOMES

1) has a meaningful online component,
2) has a significant, supervised onsite component,
3) generates data that allows personalized instruction, and

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

4) allows students to have some element of control over the time, place, path,
or pace of instruction.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

We characterize digital learning this way because programs that are transformative
have these components, whereas other uses of educational technology may be useful
but are rarely transformative.

CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Colorado Department of Education’s vision statement says, “All students in Colorado will
become educated and productive citizens capable of succeeding in a globally competitive
workforce.”4 Colorado, like all states across the country, is struggling to meet the wide variety
of needs from advanced students seeking faster-paced courses or expanded course catalogs;
struggling students seeking credit recovery; and students seeking schedule flexibility or the
opportunity to learn via different paths that address varied learning styles. The Colorado
Legacy Foundation (CLF) and Colorado Department of Education (CDE), in their work exploring
Expanded Learning Opportunities (ELO), present a vision of the way students in Colorado
should access their education and engage with learning. At its core the vision calls for
“dramatically personalized learning…that ignite(s) the unique potential of every student” (Figure 1). The ELO vision calls for modularized content accessible by the student via varied
delivery methods, maximizing time, and increasing the level at which educators—from teachers
to counselors to senior administrators—have access to individual student data, so that each
educator can be familiar with each student to a degree that far surpasses what educators
know about most students today.
3
4

Colorado Department of Education, http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdecomm/aboutcde.htm
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The CDE/CLF vision has not yet been achieved in Colorado, but key elements of it are being
implemented within the state and in other states already. Achieving the full vision is within
reach in our state if Colorado policymakers and other stakeholders embrace the promise of
blended learning. Schools can leave behind the industrial model of education that requires
students to move through a series of classes based on a bell schedule; in this traditional
model at the end of each period students move to the next class whether or not they have
mastered the material that was intended during the previous session.

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW
QUALITY
ASSURANCE

Reimagine Human
Capital

Modularize Content

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

Vary Delivery
Methods

Dramatically
personalized learning
experiences that
ignite the unique
potential of every
student

Shared Accountability

Shared Engagement

Know the Student

Maximize Time

OUTCOMES

Figure 1: The Expanded Learning Opportunities Vision set forth by the Colorado Legacy Foundation and Colorado
Department of Education. Adapted from Colorado Legacy Foundation Igniting the power of learning: Expanded
Learning Opportunities.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES
ADDITIONAL
ISSUES
RECOMMENDATIONS
CONCLUSION
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QUALITY
ASSURANCE
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DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS
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OUTCOMES

Figure 2: The elements of traditional education that are addressed in different ways by digital learning. Graphic
from the Expanded Learning Opportunities Commission at CDE in a presentation regarding its September 2011
report Beyond Walls, Clocks and Calendars: Rethinking Public Education in Colorado, available at http://www.cde.
state.co.us/choice/download/ELOCommissionReport-09.2011.pdf.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

This ELO framework is the vision. But what is the
gap between the status of online and blended
learning in Colorado compared to the vision of
what it should be?

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

This and other questions were raised in early
2012 by the Colorado Legislature when it passed
a law requiring a “digital learning study.”5 This
report addresses the questions raised in the digital study bill. It looks at student access to digital
learning6 opportunities in Colorado, the student
outcomes that are evident in those programs
(and the extent to which outcomes data are not
yet available), the ways quality and accountability
are addressed and other key issues. It also makes
several recommendations for the key issues that
the Colorado Legislature should consider in order
to use digital learning as a linchpin to extending
learning opportunities for all Colorado students
and improving student outcomes.

RECOMMENDATIONS
CONCLUSION

Traditional /Historic

t

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

INTRODUCTION

CDE and CLF demonstrate the ways in which these historical approaches to education can
be—indeed are being—replaced by blended learning (Figure 2). Physical schools do not have
to be the main location for education, as learning can now take place at any time and any
place that students desire, as long as they have an Internet connection and a device that provides
access. Tracking students based on seat time can be replaced by student progression based
on demonstrated competency. Frequent assessments that together can be formative and
summative replace the annual summative assessment as the only way student progress is
tracked and understood.

5

5
6

House Bill 12-1124, Concerning a study of digital learning in Colorado, http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/download/HB12-1124.pdf
In this report we use the terms “digital learning” and “blended learning” interchangeably.
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Digital Study Bill Overview

INTRODUCTION

This summary provides a review of the questions in the digital study bill and
brief answers to those questions. Page numbers are given with each heading
to show where in the report the topic is addressed in more detail.

Student eligibility to access digital learning,
including access to multiple, high-quality
digital learning providers (Examples from
other states, p. 17; Course-choice models,
p. 19)

Flex model – “a program in which content
and instruction are delivered primarily by
the Internet, students move on an individually
customized, fluid schedule among learning
modalities, and the teacher-of-record is on-site.”
Buena Vista Online Academy encourages students to work with the director to “mix and
match” online and brick-and-mortar options,
including tutoring, lectures, field trips, and
units.

OUTCOMES
EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

Self-Blend model – “describes a scenario in
which students choose to take one or more
courses entirely online to supplement their
traditional courses and the teacher-of-record is
the online teacher.” This could include courses
taken though Colorado Online Learning.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Enriched-Virtual model – “a whole-school
experience in which within each course (e.g.,
math), students divide their time between
attending a brick-and-mortar campus and
learning remotely using online delivery of
content and instruction.” St. Vrain Online
Global Academy delivers most of its curriculum
online, and gives students the opportunity to
meet face-to-face with a teacher when they
are struggling.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• No Colorado students are assured, by
law or in practice, of the option of taking
supplemental online courses (single
courses that students take while
attending a physical school). However,
there are options available for some
students to do so. Students in many
urban and suburban areas along the
Front Range attend districts that offer
online courses, but in most cases the
district chooses whether each individual
student may take the online courses,
and the district is not obliged to pay
for those courses. Some students,
primarily in rural districts, are taking
supplemental online courses offered
by Colorado Online Learning, but a
$200 course fee must be paid by the
district or by the student. Some students choose to take online courses at
their own expense to supplement their
learning; however, not all students can
afford this option.

Rotation model – “a program in which within a
given course or subject (e.g., math), students
rotate on a fixed schedule or at the teacher’s
discretion between learning modalities, at
least one of which is online learning.” Rocky
Mountain Prep in Denver Public Schools is
a blended charter school that utilizes small
group instruction, individual practice, and
data to personalize the learning experience.

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

• All K-12 public school students in the
state can choose to attend a full-time
online school and their per pupil
revenue (PPR), the per pupil funding
from the state’s General Fund that supports public education, follows them
to the online school of their choice.

Blended Learning Models and Examples
The Innosight Institute offers four models of
blended learning, all of which are being used
in Colorado.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

The opportunity for Colorado students to
access online and blended learning options
varies by type of digital program and the
location of the student, as follows:

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

This report covers all of the topics requested in House Bill 12-1124, “Concerning a study of
digital learning in Colorado,” though not in the order in which the issues and questions are
presented in the bill. This section summarizes those topics and questions, provides short
responses to them, and provides a reference to the location in the report where additional
information is provided.

CONCLUSION
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• There are a very few Colorado districts that give students the option of attending a fully
blended school, which are typically charter schools. In addition, some of Colorado’s
online schools have drop-in centers or authorized learning centers students can visit for
one-on-one teacher assistance. However, most students across the state do not have
ready access to fully blended schools.7 (See Blended Learning Models and Examples box.)

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

Quality of digital content and instructional materials, online and blended learning courses
currently available, and digital learning instruction available to students (Quality, p. 12)
In Colorado, most decisions about content and instructional materials are made at the local
level. As such, the quality of online courses—including course content and instruction—is assessed
by the districts that offer these options to their students. Course content must meet state
content standards, and teachers must be highly qualified. These quality assurance methods
apply to all courses and instruction in Colorado and are not specific to digital courses.

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

Strategies for measuring, monitoring, and improving quality, and methods for ensuring
that the content and instruction provided is high quality as measured by student academic
growth and performance (Quality, p. 12)
The current system for measuring and monitoring quality in Colorado’s public education
system—both online and brick-and-mortar—uses a combination of inputs, including content
standards, teacher licensure requirements and seat-time requirements, as well as outputs
including student performance on state assessments, growth scores, and postsecondary
workforce readiness indicators. Quality assurance, however, is mostly dependent on the
inputs. Due to its ability to quickly generate and provide access to large amounts of data,
digital learning offers an opportunity to create an improved measurement system reliant on
meaningful data and real-time assessments, as well as the ability to offer transparency in the
process and results. However, the state and districts currently lack the capacity and the data
systems needed to do this well.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

OUTCOMES

The degree to which teachers are adequately prepared to assist students with digital learning
(Professional development, p. 20)
Professional development opportunities specific to digital learning (not simply those offered
online) exist for teachers. At least one is Colorado-based (eNetColorado), and others are
offered by national organizations, several of which are public or non-profit. In addition, select
online schools and districts with online programs also offer their own professional development.
A handful of Colorado colleges and universities offer certificate programs for teachers in
online and blended settings, however, they do not focus on online and blended teaching. No
state requirements exist for teachers to receive professional development or demonstrate
competency prior to teaching an online or blended course.

CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Student ability to demonstrate competency based on a standardized assessment (Competency,
p. 24)
Competency-based learning is used by a few online and blended programs, but not in a
comprehensive way that is supported by state policies. A move towards competency-based
learning would require changes in funding and seat-time expectations, as well as the timing
of availability of state assessments such as TCAP (Transitional Colorado Assessment Program
– Colorado’s annual summative assessment for students) that would allow students to
demonstrate mastery of specific skills and content. Post-secondary institutions would also
need to allow for demonstration of college readiness for admissions in ways that extend
beyond Carnegie Units.
Financial benefits and impacts to school districts, including incentives for performance,
options, and innovation (Funding p. 23)
School districts receive funding when students are counted as attending a school in the district.
Operating a multi-district online school can therefore increase districts’ revenue from the
state. Conversely, if a student leaves their original district for another district’s online school
before the October count day, the funding received by the sending district is reduced because
the funding follows the student to their school of choice.
7

The Innosight Institute has written three ground-breaking papers defining and offering examples of blended learning. See The Rise of K-12
Blended Learning (2011), The Rise of K-12 Blended Learning: Profiles of Emerging Models (2011), and the refined definitions in its 2012 publication
Classifying K-12 Blended Learning. http://www.innosightinstitute.org/media-room/publications/blended-learning/
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Colorado school funding is determined based on a single count day. Colorado funds students
as either part- or full-time based on the number and type (quarter, trimester, semester) of
courses on their schedule. This system creates a strong incentive for schools to have students
in school on the count day for funding purposes. This funding method also means that little
financial incentive exists for a school to keep or attract new students once the count date has
passed. In addition, if a student moves into a new school or district after the count date, the
receiving school or district does not receive the funding tied to that student until the next
count date the following year, assuming that student is still enrolled there.

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

As of November 2012, only 11 other states use a similar single count day student accounting
method.8 For online students, accounting systems based on demonstrated mastery of courses
is the ideal, but few states are using this approach. Instead, most equate online time of
instruction or active participation (minutes, hours, or days) with a face-to-face equivalent to
generate funding.
Blended learning holds promise for lowering the cost of education, but only after an initial
investment to create or adapt facilities, provide professional development to teachers, and
acquire the necessary technology hardware and software (among other costs).

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

Mechanisms that a sample of other states use to provide funding at the state and the local
level for digital learning (Funding, p. 23)
Mechanisms for funding are:

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

• Appropriation, which is often used for state virtual schools (statewide supplemental
online programs).

OUTCOMES

• Standard average daily attendance (ADA), average daily membership (ADM), or, in Colorado,
per pupil revenue (PPR), which is often used by district programs using supplemental
online courses or blended programs.
• Online student funding, which sets a funding level or calculation for fully online schools.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

• Charter school funding, which sets a funding level or calculation for all charter schools,
including online charter schools.
• Course level funding.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Oxford Foundation, Michigan, Michigan Public Education Finance Project, Appendix B; http://oxfordfoundationmi.com/2012/11/19/michiganpublic-education-finance-project-summary-of-draft/
Murin, A., and Watson, J., Blended Learning in Rural Colorado: Status and Strategies for Expansion, July 2012, http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/download/RuralBlendedLearning_Evergreen.pdf
10
EAGLE-Net Alliance (EAGLE-Net), http://www.co-eaglenet.net/. The initiative is on hold as of December 2012.
11
Avery, G., EdNews Colorado, Fed Funding for Eagle-Net Suspended, December 13, 2012, http://www.ednewscolorado.org/2012/12/13/53799fed-funding-for-eagle-net-suspended

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Infrastructure required to support digital learning and ensure consistent availability throughout
the state (Infrastructure, p. 25)
Digital learning requires that students have broadband Internet access, at least at school and
ideally at home as well. Many rural parts of Colorado do not yet have extensive broadband
Internet access; this threatens to exacerbate the digital divide as it applies to educational
opportunity. In a summer 2012 survey of rural Colorado districts, survey respondents and
interviewees noted the lack of broadband access as a barrier to online learning.9 EAGLE‑Net
Alliance (EAGLE‑Net)10 is a Colorado intergovernmental entity that operates a cost-sharing
cooperative to deliver a broadband network to more than 230 community anchor institutions
(CAI) by August 2013, however, the initiative is on hold as of December 2012.11 Whether the
state continues funding for EAGLE-Net or supports other broadband initiatives that meet the
same goals, it is critical for al Colorado schools to have high-speed Internet connections.

8

8

CONCLUSION
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Policy and processes in which other states have addressed the integration of digital learning
into their public education systems (Examples from other states, p. 17)

INTRODUCTION

States have taken varied approaches to integrating online and blended learning into their
public education systems. The main methods have been:
• Supporting fully online schools and student choice at the school level.
• Supporting and funding state virtual schools to provide courses and, in some cases,
professional development for teachers.

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

• Allowing students to choose individual online courses and having funding follow the
student.
In some states, private statewide organizations have played a role in attracting blended
learning charter schools to the state.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

Accountability measures that the state applies to all public schools are appropriate and
sufficient to measure the performance of online schools (Quality, p. 12 and Outcomes, p. 15)

CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

OUTCOMES

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

Online schools must comply with all of the accountability measures that apply to traditional
public schools. There is a gap, however, with programs that serve fewer than 100 students
(or that have not applied for online school status) and are contained within larger schools as
they do not have separate reporting mechanisms. CDE is working to add a blended student
designation so courses that are delivered online or remotely will be identified on the student
schedule for audit purposes. However, CDE will not be collecting data on the actual number
of courses offered, only on the number of students enrolled in online or remote courses.

9
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Digital Learning Options
What online and blended learning opportunities do students have in Colorado?

INTRODUCTION

The opportunity for Colorado’s students to
take part in online and blended learning
education varies based on the type of
opportunity they seek and their district of
residence (Table 1).

Supplemental online courses are taken
by students who are attending a physical
school and take most of their courses in a
traditional onsite format. From a student’s
perspective, taking a supplemental online
course in this way produces a blended
learning experience, because the student is
combining online and face-to-face courses.
We contrast this blended experience from
the student perspective with a blended
school, which offers an online component
to all students in most courses in the school.

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

The only type of online or blended learning
available to all K-12 students in Colorado is
fully online schooling, which is offered by
two dozen schools to students statewide
(there are also 27 single-district schools and
programs that only serve students in their
districts). All Colorado students can choose
to attend an online school and have their
PPR flow to their school of choice. Twentyfour multi-district online schools served more
than 10,000 Colorado students with either
a fully online program or supplemental online
courses (likely more than one course per student) in school year 2011-12.12 An estimated
6,000 additional students were served by single-district schools according to the state.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS
QUALITY
ASSURANCE
OUTCOMES

Many Colorado students have some access
to supplemental online courses. These students,
however, are dependent on either their district
offering these courses, the district’s willingness
to pay for online courses offered by Colorado
Online Learning (COL) or another provider,
or the student’s ability to pay the COL or
other provider’s course fees themselves.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES
ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Few Colorado students have access to blended
schools, which incorporate a significant digital
learning component into most courses and/
or on most school days. A few examples
exist in Denver Public Schools, Falcon School
District 49, and Buena Vista School District,
among others, but most districts do not offer
extended blended learning opportunities
beyond supplemental online courses.

13

10

CONCLUSION

Schools and enrollment information retrieved from http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/schools.asp, November 25, 2012
Murin, A., and Watson, J., Blended Learning in Rural Colorado: Status and Strategies for Expansion, July 2012, http://www.cde.state.co.us/
onlinelearning/download/RuralBlendedLearning_Evergreen.pdf
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In a summer 2012 survey, 84 percent of rural Colorado districts said they had students
participating in distance learning (online, blended, or interactive video). However, the number
of students participating in each district is typically quite small, with half of those districts
enrolling fewer than 50 students in distance courses. Survey respondents identified significant
barriers to expansion of blended learning, which included broadband access, funding, and
professional development opportunities.13
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Current online/blended learning opportunities in Colorado
Supplemental online course

Blended learning school

Available to all
students in Colorado.
Students may choose
an online school
and have their PPR
follow them to the
online school of their
choice.

Available to students only
where districts choose to offer
courses or if the student or
district pays for courses from
other providers. Courses are
offered by many districts to
their own students, especially
urban and suburban districts.
Rural districts typically take
advantage of courses through
Colorado Online Learning. In
all cases, however, the district
or student chooses whether to
pay for the course; Colorado’s
current PPR does not automatically flow directly to the online
provider.

Few districts in Colorado
offer blended schools
that their students can
attend.

24 multi-district fully
online schools are
available to students
statewide in SY 2012-13;
some single-district
fully online programs
serve only their
students.

Colorado Online Learning,
some multi-district programs,
and some single-district
programs offer supplemental
courses, as do other private
providers located within and
outside Colorado.

Rocky Mountain Prep in
Denver Public Schools,
Buena Vista Online
Academy, Falcon Virtual
Academy, Boulder
Universal, and others.

OUTCOMES

Examples

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

Description

INTRODUCTION

Fully online school

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

Table 1: Online/blended opportunities in Colorado

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Some of the innovative digital programs in Colorado began as alternative education
campuses (AEC) or charter schools, which are given flexibility in meeting typical traditional
public school requirements. A school receives AEC status when 95 percent of its students
“have either an Individual Education Program (IEP) . . . and/or meet the definition of a HighRisk Student” through one of 14 factors, including whether the student is overage and
under-credited.14

CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Colorado online and blended learning landscape contains pockets of innovation, particularly
in a few districts and among the fully online schools. Buena Vista Online Academy, for
example, provides a variety of learning opportunities including fully online, fully face-to-face,
or an individualized, blended version of the two. Students create the educational experience
that works for them, although if they are not performing well academically, they are required
to physically show up at school more often. This model gets away from seat-time requirements
that are an inadequate measure of student success.
For most Colorado students, however, their digital learning options are constrained by their
zip code. If—and only if—they live in a district that offers or pays for online and blended
courses, or has developed a blended school, will they truly have a wide range of digital learning
opportunities.
11
14

Accountability for Alternative Education Campuses, May 2012, http://www.cde.state.co.us/Accountability/Downloads/AECPolicyGuidance.pdf
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Quality Assurance

INTRODUCTION

How is quality of online and blended courses and programs assessed and
assured?
Quality of online and blended schools, programs, and courses is assured and assessed via
mechanisms that apply to all Colorado schools, programs, and courses. These mechanisms
include a combination of inputs requirements to address quality assurance and outcomes
measures to assess results.

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

Quality assurance via inputs

The main inputs requirements on Colorado schools—whether online, blended, or brick-andmortar—stipulate that:
1) Teachers must be highly qualified.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

2) Course materials and instruction must be aligned to state content standards.
3) Students must attend school for a minimum amount of instructional time per year.

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

The quality assurance mechanisms apply at both the course and the school level, and therefore
normally apply to all online and blended courses. Online and blended courses must be aligned
with Colorado Academic Standards, and teachers of these courses must be highly qualified.
Students are expected to attend school for a minimum number of hours and days. Unlike most
states that count attendance by the minute or the day, Colorado has two student count dates
each year. The October count date drives funding; the June count date determines graduation
status and mobility.

OUTCOMES
EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

Whether inputs-based quality assurance methods are necessary and/or sufficient to ensure
student achievement, either in digital or face-to-face learning, is a topic that is beyond the
scope of this report. We note, however, that among the promise of digital learning is that the
ability to measure outcomes will improve because of technology to the point that inputsbased quality assurance becomes less important. Some advocates for online and blended
learning suggest that outcomes are all that should matter, because if a school can demonstrate
positive student achievement on assessments that are valid and robust, the way the school
achieves those results (i.e., the inputs) should not matter. While in the long run online and
blended schools should not have different quality assurance measures from brick-and-mortar
schools, the fact that online and blended schools serve a smaller population of students and
have access to more data allows for the possibility of piloting new and innovative quality measures
that can subsequently be used by all schools across the state.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Measuring student achievement

The outcomes of online and blended schools and courses in Colorado are measured in the
same way as all schools and courses. In practice, this means that our knowledge about individual
schools, programs, and courses varies widely and is generally lacking, because:

RECOMMENDATIONS

1) Most tracking at the state level is of schools, not of individual programs.
2) Most blended learning activity is not at the school level, so is not tracked by the
state. This includes tracking for supplemental online courses; the results of these
courses are not attributed to the provider, but rather to the student’s home school.

CONCLUSION
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While the state captures performance data for all schools statewide, CDE has recently begun
to more deeply examine student profiles and performance at full-time online schools to better
understand the learning trajectories of these students. It released two studies in fall 2012,
Characteristics of Colorado’s Online Students15 and Study of Online Learning: Perspectives of
Online Learners and Educators16, both of which are referenced at various points in this report.
According to the former, scores on state assessments from online students are lower than
state averages, but the state is only beginning to generate the analysis required to determine
why and where these gaps exist. The studies reveal that the majority of students enrolling
in online schools, especially those in the secondary years, are entering below grade level.
They are seeking an online option because they were not successful in the brick-and-mortar
schools they attended previously, and saw online as a better fit for largely social and emotional
reasons. As such, if we are to best meet the needs of these students, we need a blended
model that provides the flexibility that students are seeking in online while also providing the
social and emotional supports that are needed to help these students feel safe and successful
in school.

Quality assurance and assessment of fully online schools

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

Online schools have the same quality assurance and assessment requirements as brick-andmortar schools. As of 2012, there are three different state assessments required of students
in Colorado: the Colorado Basic Literacy Act (CBLA) assessments, the Transitional Colorado
Assessment Program (TCAP) assessments, and the ACT test.

OUTCOMES

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

• The CBLA assessments are used to detect early literacy levels annually for students
in grades K-3; districts currently choose from one of three different assessments to
meet this requirement, however, the number of, or assessments themselves may change
when the CBLAs are replaced by assessments called for in the READ Act (House Bill 121238) in July 2013. The CBLAs are typically delivered face-to-face even to online students,
although they are occasionally delivered virtually via web conferencing to students who
cannot participate in face-to-face assessments.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

• The TCAP assessments, which replaced the Colorado Student Assessment Program
(CSAP) assessments, were used in 2011-12 and are being used in 2012-13. In 2014, TCAP
is set to be replaced by a new set of assessments, the math, reading and writing will
likely be assessments developed by the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for
College and Careers (PARCC) consortium in line with the Common Core State Standards
initiative. The current TCAPs are deployed in grades 3-10 for reading and writing, grades
3-10 for math, and grades 5, 8, and 10 for science. The assessments are delivered three
times each year, over two or three days, depending on how many content areas each
student is required to take.

CONCLUSION
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ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

• The ACT is required of all 11th graders in Colorado, and can be used for college placement.
The ACT is deployed twice each year in the spring. Online students receive vouchers
and are able to choose from two possible test dates and a list of ACT-approved national
test centers.

Heiney, A., Lefly, D., Anderson, A., Characteristics of Colorado’s Online Students http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/download/OL_Research_Final.pdf
Center for Education Policy Analysis at the Buechner Institute for Governance at the University of Colorado-Denver, Study of Online Learning:
Perspectives of Online Learners and Educators, October 2012, http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/download/Study%20of%20Online%20
Learning_Perspectives%20of%20Online%20Learners%20and%20Educators_FINAL.pdf
15
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Full-time online schools have a variety of options in how they choose to deploy state assessments.
However, in general they still must be delivered face-to-face. Some online schools have a
physical location where students gather to access online courses or seek additional help (i.e.,
the learning centers used by Hope Online or the drop-in centers used by GOAL Academy).
Others that serve students from a relatively small geographical area (e.g. Southwest Colorado
eSchool) require their students to come to a local school to take the assessments. Students
may choose to drive to the center each day, although some stay in a nearby hotel to avoid
lengthy drives each day during multi-day assessments. Online schools that do not have learning
centers send teachers to locations around the state to deliver the assessments to students in
their regions. Often these teachers will travel for two to three weeks, three times each year. In
2011-12, for example, Colorado Virtual Academy set up 32 different testing centers for each of
the three TCAP testing periods.

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW
DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

Colorado does not have a statewide student information system that districts and schools
use to track student data. However, all students are assigned a unique student identifier that
allows the state to track enrollment, demographics, and assessment scores for the length of
each student’s K-12 career, regardless of where they attend school within the state. Studentlevel data is reported by each district to the state, which stores the information in a data
warehouse. Students can only be associated with one school/district at any given time, and
each district can only see their enrolled students. Results from individual online or blended
courses are not tracked by the state, although the state is working to add a flag to each
student’s transcript to note if a course is delivered in a face-to-face, blended, or fully online
environment. The data warehouse stores demographic information and graduation status but
does not record course grades or completion status; that information is only available at the
district level. A statewide student information system that tracks more data points about each
student and provides districts/schools immediate access to student records, including course,
course delivery method, grade, and completion status would allow the state to better understand
student achievement over time, and would improve course provider accountability.

QUALITY
ASSURANCE
OUTCOMES

The ways in which existing course and school accountability frameworks apply to online and
blended courses have several consequences, including:
• The quality of supplemental online course providers is unknown to the state (or to
the public), as each school, district, or BOCES is responsible for evaluating quality
when it chooses the provider.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

• Student results from single online or blended courses are unknown to the state and
may or may not be tracked by the school, district, or BOCES.
• Charter schools are held accountable by their authorizer, which may or may not have
the capacity to evaluate digital learning options.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Colorado Department of Education Unit of Online Learning, Summary Report of the Operations and Activities of Online Programs in Colorado,
June 1, 2011; http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/reports.htm
18
HB11-1277 (2011), sections 23-28 address online learning; http://www.leg.state.co.us/clics/clics2011a/csl.nsf/fsbillcont3/A58089DC75F0EAB1872
5780800800FD9?open&file=1277_enr.pdf
19
Some details about Colorado reporting and legislation pulled from the Colorado state profile in Keeping Pace with K-12 Online and Blended Learning 2012.

ADDITIONAL
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Although in most ways all schools and courses in Colorado are similarly assessed, in one
regard online schools are different, because CDE has additional reporting requirements for
online schools (although not online programs). From 2009-11, the CDE Unit of Online Learning (UOL) released its annual Summary Report of the Operations and Activities of Online
Programs in Colorado. While the data was self-reported, it provided insight into Colorado’s
online programs and students. However, HB11-127718 significantly reduced these reporting
requirements; the next report will be released in 2014, and subsequently a report
will be released every five years. The current reporting requirements align with traditional
schools; CDE collects enrollment data from the October and end-of-year counts required
of all schools, as well as other standard collections throughout the year. Online enrollments
are designated as full- or part-time students; data are not available at a course level. The
law also removed the time period for which certification of online schools was granted; they
now remain certified indefinitely until the UOL has reason to believe the program is not in
substantial compliance with one or more of the statutory or regulatory requirements or if the
online school wants to make changes to their program, such as adding grades or switching
authorizers.19
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Outcomes

Are online and blended programs improving student outcomes?

INTRODUCTION

In most cases, we don’t know the answer to this seemingly simple question, especially for
blended schools and courses. For reasons explained in the previous section, outcomes data
often are not easily accessible for blended courses and programs. A few well-studied blended
learning schools and programs showing positive outcomes for students in other states are
discussed in the next section.

DIGITAL STUDY
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While the picture for fully online schools is also not clear or comprehensive, more data are
available and suggest the following:
• Students (and their parents) often believe that online and blended schools are a better
option for them than the traditional schools they attended previously.20
• Average results on state assessments of proficiency (TCAP and, prior, CSAP) for students
in online schools are below statewide averages for all students.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

• Using Colorado’s growth measures, most students in most online schools are at or below
statewide growth averages.

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

• Families of online school students, and online school advocates, believe that the Colorado
School Performance Framework does not fully take into account how far below proficiency
or how far behind grade level many students are when they enroll in the online school,
therefore providing an inaccurate snapshot of online school growth results.

OUTCOMES

• Compared to state averages, a higher percentage of online students are classified as on grade
level in grades K-3, yet are scoring below proficient on the third grade reading assessments
(see Figure 3). It is unclear whether this is because the CBLA assessments are not accurately
representing students’ reading levels, or for some other reason. It is apparent, however, that
the pattern of reading assessment results for online students being lower than state averages
begins at the earliest age when state assessments other than CBLA are administered. Students
not reading by third grade are unlikely to achieve reading proficiency in later grades. For all
students statewide (not just online), 70 percent of students who were non-proficient in reading
by third grade were still non-proficient on the ninth grade state assessment.21,22

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Literacy Proficiency by Grade

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES
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Figure 3: CBLA Grade Level Classification Grade K-3 Students and the Percent Proficient/
Advanced on Grade 3 Reading Assessment in 2011. Source: Characteristics of Colorado’s
Online Students

Center for Education Policy Analysis at the Buechner Institute for Governance at the University of Colorado-Denver, Study of Online Learning:
Perspectives of Online Learners and Educators, October 2012, http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/download/Study%20of%20Online%20
Learning_Perspectives%20of%20Online%20Learners%20and%20Educators_FINAL.pdf
21
Heiney, A., Lefly, D., and Anderson, A., Characteristics of Colorado’s Online Students, October 2012, http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/
reports.asp. Graphics in this section also pulled from this report.
22
Although students with special needs are given an Individual Education Plan (IEP) and receive additional services, students who are not
reading at grade level but show no other learning disabilities have not necessarily received additional services. This will change with the implementation of the READ act in 2013-14.
20
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• Graduation rates for online students are much lower than the statewide graduation rate
(22 percent vs. 74 percent in 2011, see Figure 4). The state can track graduation rates on
an individual student level and by cohort. When students move into 9th grade, they are
tagged as part of a cohort. The number of students in that cohort who graduate from
any Colorado school in four years determine that cohort’s graduation rate. Regardless
of how many schools the student has attended through those four years, the school
the student is attending on the June count date after four years “owns” that student’s
graduation—whether on time or not.

DIGITAL STUDY
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Figure 4: Graduation Rates of Online Schools Compared to Statewide Graduation Rates
from 2003-2011. Source: Characteristics of Colorado’s Online Students
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Examples from Other States

INTRODUCTION

What can Colorado learn from online and blended learning programs and
policies in other states?
Online and blended learning program implementation and policies vary widely among the 50
states. Some of the most important categories and examples are detailed below.23

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

DIGITAL STUDY
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Blended schools are showing promise in several states. Blended schools and programs are relatively
new, but some schools have been in existence long enough to report positive student impacts.
Rocketship Education, for example, is a charter management organization based in California
that uses a rotational model in its elementary classrooms. It is the highest-performing
elementary school system in California serving predominantly low-income students, achieving
an overall score of 868 on the 2011 Academic Performance Index (API) growth score, and outperforming upper-income communities in California. The Rocketship blended learning model
individualizes the education experience for students, helping them master skills before moving
on. Rocketship joins other blended schools such as San Francisco Flex Academy, Carpe Diem,
and KIPP Empower in offering a school-wide model that can be replicated. Rocketship and
Carpe Diem have expanded into new states in school year 2012-13.

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

Approximately 15 states support a state virtual school with significant funding, via appropriation
or a redirecting of student education funds. These programs primarily offer supplemental
courses to students statewide.

OUTCOMES

• Florida Virtual School (FLVS) served 303,329 course enrollments in SY 2011-12. Its growth
and size reflects a fairly simple set of policy and funding choices: FLVS was first supported with
state appropriations totaling more than $20 million in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s;
subsequently, Florida passed a law allowing any Florida student to choose an FLVS course,
and that student’s funding follows the student to pay for the FLVS course.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

• Alabama’s state virtual school, ACCESS, started in fall 2005 and had 44,332 course
enrollments in SY 2011-12. A significant difference between ACCESS and other state
virtual schools is the focus on developing technology infrastructure for receiving online
and video courses at school sites throughout the state. ACCESS encourages blended
learning by providing online course content and teacher access to the learning management system (LMS) at no cost to districts. All web-based content and LMS tools are
available for use in all types of courses.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

• The Georgia Virtual School (GAVS) served 20,876 course enrollments in SY 2011-12. All
students in grades 9-12 may enroll in online courses through GAVS without the approval
of the student’s home district, regardless of whether the student’s school offers the
same course. The district pays the State Department of Education for the cost of the
GAVS course, and the total cost cannot exceed $250 per student per semester.

CONCLUSION
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• North Carolina Virtual Public School (NCVPS) served 97,170 course enrollments in SY
2011-12. State board policy states that “any K-7 e-learning course or 8-12 course taken
for credit toward a diploma must first be approved for credit by the NC Virtual Public
School.”24 NCVPS is funded via three sources: First, a flat course fee (instructional fee)
is assessed per district enrollment in NCVPS courses based on enrollment projections,
with an adjustment at the end of the year based on actual enrollment. Second, a $2 million
reserve fund was created by a reduction in the per pupil allotment in grades 6-12. Finally,
there is an additional reduction to school districts’ per pupil allotment in grades 6-12 to
create funding of $3.2 million for operation and administration of NCVPS.

17

These examples come from Keeping Pace with K-12 Online and Blended Learning: A Guide to Policy and Practice, 2012. http://kpk12.com/
reports.
State Board Policy GCS M-001. Section 10; http://www.ncpublicschools.org/accountability/policies/general

23
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Four states require that students take an online course or have an “online
learning experience” in order to graduate from high school

Online learning requirement

DIGITAL STUDY
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State

INTRODUCTION

• Alabama, Florida, Michigan, and Virginia have passed this requirement (see Table 2).25
Idaho’s State Board of Education passed a similar requirement in 2011 but repealed it
in November 2012. In addition, several school districts are considering adding—or have
implemented—online learning requirements. These include Cedarburg School District
(WI), Kenosha School District (WI), Marietta City Schools (GA), Memphis City Schools
(TN), Putnam County Schools (TN), and Sugar-Salem High School (ID).

Year effective
Beginning with
students
entering 9th grade
in 2009-10

Florida

At least one course … must be completed through online learning. However, an online course taken during
grades 6 through 8 fulfills this requirement. This
requirement shall be met through an online course
offered by the Florida Virtual School, an online course
offered by the high school, or an online dual enrollment
course… A student who is enrolled in a full-time or
part-time virtual instruction program under s.1002.45
meets this requirement.

Beginning with
students entering
9th grade in 2011-12

Michigan

In order to graduate from high school, students must
meet the online course or learning experience requirements as follows: “(i.) Has successfully completed at
least 1 online course or learning experience that is
presented online, as defined by the department
(ii) The pupil’s school district or public school academy
has integrated an online experience through the high
school curriculum…”

Students entering
8th grade in 2006

Virginia

SB489 / HB1061 (2012) states that beginning with the
9th grade class in 2013-14 the Virginia State Board
of Education will modify graduation requirements
to earn a standard or advanced studies diploma to
include the “successful completion of one virtual
course. The virtual course may be a noncredit-bearing
course.”

Students entering
9th grade in 2013-14

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

“…beginning with the ninth grade class of 2009-10,
students shall be required to complete one online/
technology enhanced course or experience in either a
core course (mathematics, science, social studies, or
English) or an elective with waivers being possible for
students with a justifiable reason(s).”
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Alabama
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These examples come from Keeping Pace with K-12 Online and Blended Learning: A Guide to Policy and Practice, 2012. http://kpk12.com/
reports.
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Table 2: State-level online learning requirements. Source: Keeping Pace 2012
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A few states are allowing student choice at the course level

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

INTRODUCTION

Allowing students to choose providers at the course level gives them the ability to take a
wide variety of courses, and to choose the best provider for each course that they take. A
handful of states, including Florida, Utah, Minnesota, and Louisiana, have implemented or are
implementing student choice of individual online courses from multiple providers, with the
course level funding following the student to the provider of choice. Minnesota was among
the first states to allow students to choose a single online course from among multiple providers. However, the number of students choosing individual online courses in Minnesota has
remained fairly low; although the reason for this is unknown, it is likely because this option has
not been encouraged by most school teachers and counselors. Issues of accounting, quality
assurance, and student outcomes are just beginning to emerge in other states and good data
are not yet available.

DIGITAL
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• In Georgia, all districts must provide both part- and full-time online learning options to
all students in grades 3-12. Districts must provide written information on online learning
options to parents of all students. To meet this requirement, districts may use private
online education providers, online courses offered by other districts or consortia,
multidistrict contractual arrangements executed by a regional educational service
agency, state colleges, or GAVS.

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

• In Florida, medium and large districts must offer three different options (both supplemental and fully online) at all grade levels as part of each district’s virtual instruction
program (VIP); small districts must offer at least one option.26 One of those options can
be FLVS; districts may also partner with other districts or consortia.

Some states require that courses and/or providers be state-approved

OUTCOMES

• In Georgia, all providers must be approved by the state department of education, which
will publish a list of approved providers each year. The process and responsibility for
provider approval was still being defined as of December 2012.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

• The Maryland Department of Education was required to develop and maintain a list of
approved online learning providers and a list of courses and programs that it reviewed
and approved. This approval process is state-level policy and covers most online learning
programs except district-level programs that offer only supplemental online courses to
students enrolled in the district’s schools.

A few states are creating a state-level research and development effort into
online and blended learning

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

• The Arizona state superintendent’s office is leading a Transformative Schools Initiative
that partners with districts throughout the state to help them create dynamic models of
blended learning to solve educational challenges. The office began by reviewing digital
content and working with pilot programs in Yuma, Tucson, and Phoenix.

CONCLUSION
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• Michigan’s Public Act 201 directs Michigan Virtual University (MVU) to establish the
Center for Online Learning Research and Innovation. The center’s responsibilities include
support and acceleration of innovation, including “research of online and blended education
models, and analyzing the effectiveness of online learning in preparing students to be
career or college ready.” It also provides “leadership for Michigan’s system of online and
blended learning education which includes making policy recommendations that accelerate
the expansion of effective online learning.”

19

26
Florida district size is determined by the district sparsity supplement, as defined in Florida Statutes 1011.62 (7); http://www.myfloridahouse.
gov/FileStores/Web/Statutes/FS09/CH1011/Section_1011.62.HTM
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Professional development in online and/or blended learning is required or
offered by several states

INTRODUCTION

• Wisconsin is one of the only states to require in statute that teachers must complete
at least 30 hours of “professional development designed to prepare a teacher for online teaching” prior to teaching an online course in a public school, including a charter
school.27

DIGITAL STUDY
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• In Minnesota, all college and university teacher preparation programs “must include in
their teacher preparation programs the knowledge and skills teacher candidates need
to deliver digital and blended learning and curriculum and engage students with
technology.” The policy becomes effective for candidates entering a teacher preparation
program after June 30, 2014. Staff development activities must include the ability to
“accommodate the delivery of digital and blended learning and curriculum and engage
students with technology.”

Funding for online schools and programs varies widely

Online schools and programs are funded in a variety of ways. Some are linked to the funding
for physical schools and some are not. Funding methods include:
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• Appropriation, which is often used for state virtual school programs. If a state virtual
school has good political support, this can be a relatively large appropriation. Alabama
ACCESS, for example, has received more than $15 million per year for several years, and
Georgia’s state virtual school has received $5 million annually. However, funding changes
with the political winds, there is no tie to student numbers or outcomes as the appropriation
is a set annually, and demand often exceeds supply.

QUALITY
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• Standard average daily attendance (ADA), average daily membership (ADM), or count
days, which are often used by district programs using supplemental online courses or
blended programs. This method is advantageous because there is no funding difference
based on delivery mode. However, the accounting mechanism is usually based on seattime, not competency, and may tie online and blended programs to a variety of funding
restrictions that don’t make sense (such as limitations on when students can generate funding).
• Online student funding, which sets a funding level or calculation for fully online schools. Setting
a level for online students across the state makes sense, but often the level is lower than for
brick-and-mortar students, sometimes dropping to a level lower than what most educators
feel is adequate. In a few cases (e.g. Florida), funding is based on successful course completion.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

• Charter school funding, which sets a funding level or calculation for all charter schools,
including online charter schools, which is usually higher than the level set for online
schools. The drawback is that funding may vary by district, which doesn’t make sense for
a school that draws students from across the state.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

• Course level funding, especially funding that follows the student, is relatively new because
student choice at the course level is relatively new. It is a subset of ADM/ADA funding,
with the funding going to the course provider instead of to the student’s enrolling district.
A further subset of funding, most often applied at the course level, is performance-based
funding. Several states have begun funding individual online courses partly based on
demonstrated student success. In Utah, the provider receives 50 percent (25 percent in a
.5 credit, one-semester course) after the withdrawal period and the remaining 50 percent
upon credit earned. In Louisiana, online course providers will receive 50 percent upon
the student’s beginning the course and 50 percent upon successful completion. In Texas,
state funding to the home district for courses taken through the Texas Virtual School
Network (TxVSN), the state virtual school, is based on a student’s successful completion.
In addition, 70 percent of the payment by the student’s home district to the TxVSN provider is earned for students in the course after the withdrawal period, with the remaining
30 percent earned upon the student’s successful completion and credit earned. Florida is
going a step further: funding for courses with end-of course exams will be performancebased for both brick-and-mortar and virtual schools beginning in their fourth year of
implementation; the first course will be Algebra 1 in 2013-14.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Reference to Wisconsin State Statute 118.19 (13); https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/118/19/13 pulled from Keeping Pace 2012.
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Additional Issues

INTRODUCTION

What other challenges does Colorado face in supporting online and blended
learners educators and students?
As the state develops a better understanding of the challenges faced by online students, it
can create better accountability and support systems to ensure students succeed in online
and blended learning environments.

Tracking student outcomes and evaluating schools
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Previous sections of the report explain that much of the blended learning activity in Colorado
is occurring at the district level, that quality assurance is handled mostly at the district level,
that CDE tracks and reports on online schools and some blended programs, and that the state
accountability system is based on outcomes. Educators and policymakers, however, are not in
agreement about the extent to which the current system accurately captures the wide range
of outcomes in online schools and blended programs. In particular, many online educators
believe that the extent to which many students are behind grade level when they enter online
schools is not captured by the School Performance Framework that Colorado uses.

QUALITY
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Anecdotal and emerging evidence in Colorado and other states suggests that the student
population in online schools includes two categories of students. The first category is made
up of students who enter online schools relatively early in their schooling, and stay in an online
school for several years. These students typically do well in school as measured by state
assessments.

OUTCOMES

The second category is made up of students who choose an online school after experiencing
poor results in physical schools. These students are likely to enter the online school behind
in grade level, under-credited and overage. They may move between several schools—both
brick-and-mortar and online—in a short period of time. Some eventually find a school that
serves their needs well; other do not. In most cases these students do not score well on state
assessments because they have fallen behind.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

To the extent that a school includes these two categories of students, aggregate test scores
mask the results from students in these two categories because the scores exhibit a bimodal
distribution. When all scores are lumped together, the result is often below average.
CDE has begun to recognize the ways in which state assessments don’t fully capture the results
in online schools, and the new studies explored in this report are helping to better understand
the issues that are not fully captured in the state assessments and reporting.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Several other states are moving towards using multiple measures of student performance in
their evaluations of student outcomes and schools. A report from the International Association
for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL)28 suggests that these states are using a combination of
measures that often include most or all of proficiency, individual student growth, graduation
rate, college and career readiness, and closing the achievement gap.

CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

The iNACOL report goes on to suggest that these measures, in particular student growth
and graduation rates, should be based on individual student progress or achievement over
time, and not based on cohorts of students. This is particularly important for online schools
because of high rates of student mobility (discussed below).
Making the changes in Colorado’s assessment and data systems to capture a comprehensive
and accurate picture of student characteristics and outcomes in online and blended schools
and courses will not be easy. Ultimately, policymakers should not lose sight of the long-term
goal of having a system that reports on individual student results and takes into account
those student’s characteristics and learning trajectories.
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International Association for K-12 Online Learning, Measuring Quality From Inputs to Outcomes: Creating Student Learning Performance Metrics
and Quality Assurance for Online Schools, October 2012
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Mobility

INTRODUCTION

Student mobility is defined as atypical student movement throughout the course of the school
year. This may include student transfers between districts, transfer to/from a private school
and dropping out of school. The mobility incidence rate is based on atypical student entries
and exits in any given year. In its report Characteristics of Colorado Online Students,29 CDE
reports that the mobility incidence rate in online schools is significantly higher than that of
traditional brick-and-mortar schools. This is not unexpected—online schools are often one
of the only options for students struggling in a traditional brick-and-mortar environment or
looking for a temporary solution to a health or behavior issue—but mobility is linked with poor
academic performance.

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

When a student transfers, the student’s previous district is required to transfer student transcripts
to the new district. Although there is legislation that determines how quickly the records
transfer should occur, the process is slow because it is manual, requiring that files be copied
and mailed. It may take weeks for the new school to receive student records, and schools
often retest students. The gap between when the student transfers and when the student records
are available represents significant lost academic time. An improved statewide student information system that digitizes student transcripts would streamline this information sharing
process.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS
QUALITY
ASSURANCE
OUTCOMES
EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES
ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Free and reduced-price lunch students

RECOMMENDATIONS

In brick-and-mortar schools, families fill out a form that determines free or reduced-price
lunch status. This provides for lunch funding, but also makes the school eligible for additional
funding such as Title I. Most online schools do not provide lunch services, and the federal
government determined the form could not be used for schools that do not provide lunch
services. The state created a form to collect the same information for all schools that do not
participate in the federal program; however, the form is far more detailed and asks for information
about all members of the household. Families, especially undocumented families, are often
uncomfortable filling out the form and are unlikely to do so. The burden is on the school to
explain to families that additional funding and services will be made available to the school
if students qualify. Therefore, online schools that serve at-risk students are not receiving the
additional funding they would if they offered lunch services.

Heiney, A., Lefly, D., and Anderson, A., Characteristics of Colorado’s Online Students (2012), http://www.cde.state.co.us/onlinelearning/reports.asp.
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Recommendations

INTRODUCTION

What are the key policy issues that the Colorado legislature should consider?
Funding

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

Colorado funds all students based on a count date. This is a method used by few other states
that does not serve online schools or students well. Funding schools based on a count date
creates a strong incentive for schools to secure student attendance on that day and leaves
little financial incentive for schools to ensure that students attend school on other days.30
This method is particularly problematic for online schools and online students, who exhibit
much higher mobility rates than traditional students. When a student moves from one school
to another after the count date, the receiving school does not collect funding for educating
that student. This funding problem can exacerbate tensions between brick-and-mortar and
online schools.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
OPTIONS

Few other states use a similar student accounting method. Accounting systems based on
demonstrated mastery of courses is the ideal, but few states are using performance-based
funding even though online instruction lends itself more easily to it because of the availability
of data. Instead, most equate online time of instruction (minutes, hours, or days) with a faceto-face equivalent to generate funding.

OUTCOMES

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

The state should consider modifying its student count practice to, at a minimum, include
more than one count day. The change could be implemented first for online schools acting
as a pilot program because they are serving a smaller group of students. We recognize that
additional count dates would increase the administrative burden on schools as the current
process is labor-intensive, but the current accounting method creates problems related to
student mobility. When a student changes schools during the course of the year, the school
that educates the student for most of the year may not receive funding for that student.

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

An additional benefit of funding students based on time of instruction or demonstrated competency
is that the funding can be more easily subdivided into course level increments. This supports
one of the recommendations included in the report, Colorado Average Daily Membership
Study: A Feasibility Study of Alternatives to the October 1 Student Count Method, which was
to change the increment in which students are counted from halves to quarters or fifths.31
This would allow for the option of course level choice and funding.

Course level choice and funding

CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Several states, including Arizona, Florida, Minnesota, and Utah, have begun to allow students
to choose providers at the course level, with the pro-rata course level funding following the
student to the provider. The role of the student’s home district and the district’s ability to
influence or restrict the student’s online course choice varies in both policy and practice. In
Florida, a long history exists of students choosing courses from the Florida Virtual School,
with more than a 100,000 students taking a course from FLVS annually in recent years. Florida
is now expanding student options to mandate that all students have access to multiple providers,
and it appears likely that students will continue to choose online courses in large numbers.
In Arizona, 72 providers are approved by either the State Board of Education or the Arizona
State Board of Charter Schools; students may apply to any approved provider for up to three
supplemental courses, or to be a full-time online student.
In other states with policies that allow students to choose online courses, such as Minnesota
and Utah, far fewer students have taken individual online courses up to this point. Anecdotal
evidence suggests that counselors and other district teachers and administrators are discouraging
students from taking online courses.

Note that we are not suggesting that educators are interested primarily in funding; nor are we suggesting that schools don’t care if students
don’t show up on non-count dates. Still, educators are acting with little financial incentive because of the count date method.
Silverstein, J., Fermanich, F., Rainey, T., Colorado Average Daily Membership Study: A Feasibility Study of Alternatives to the October 1 Student
Count Method (2011). http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdefinance/download/pdf/ADM1-14-11.pdf
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In states where funding follows the student at the course level, states have implemented different
funding and accountability measures. Utah determines funding based on successful completion:
the provider receives 50 percent when a student enrolls and the remaining 50 percent upon credit
earned. In Florida courses with end-of-course exams, beginning with Algebra 1 in 2014, students
must pass the exam in order for the provider to receive full funding (in both brick-and-mortar and
online courses). Florida also is able to generate state-level reports of student performance by provider.

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

In Louisiana, Act 2 (HB976, 2012) will expand student options for individual online courses
beginning in SY 2013-14.32 The law creates the Course Choice program, which will allow
approved third-party course providers to offer supplemental courses to students. Students
attending schools graded C, D, and F, and students attending A and B schools where there are
no equivalent course offerings, will have the right to enroll in any course and have it paid for
out of each local education agency’s (LEA) minimum foundation program funding (MFP). The
Louisiana Department of Education will pay the provider 50 percent of the course fee upon
the student’s beginning of the course, and 50 percent upon successful completion; 10 percent
of the MFP funding stays with the district for administration.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
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For Colorado, changing the law to allow students to choose individual online courses and have
the pro rata portion of PPR follow the student to the provider of the online course would have
a large impact on the educational landscape. Still, considerable issues would have to be
contemplated to ensure the necessary quality assurance and outcomes measures would be in
place. This change would mark a fundamental departure from the current accountability framework
created in SB09-163, where schools and districts are responsible for the individual courses that
students choose.

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

If Colorado considers course choice at the student level, policymakers should also reflect on
the changing role of a school district of residence, and what the district’s role would be if students
can choose courses from other providers. A school is more than the sum of the courses that
students take, and even more than the courses plus extracurricular activities. Schools—at
least good schools—also play a vital role in shaping students’ social development, college and
career readiness, and post-high school educational and vocational choices, among other factors.
If Colorado envisions a future in which students choose courses from multiple providers,
policymakers must also consider the role and importance of an entity that does these things
and grants grade-level progression or a high school diploma.

OUTCOMES

Competency-based pathways

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

Competency-based pathways33 will build on data in order to allow students to move through
courses at their own pace, while requiring that students demonstrate mastery before moving to
the next level. Digital education will force systemic changes in the ways that students progress
through school, and the ways in which educators are held accountable.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Seat time is a poor proxy for student learning, but it remains the key to student progression
and funding of schools. This focus on seat time leads to social promotion for struggling students
each year; they find themselves moving into higher grade levels, post-secondary education,
or jobs without the necessary prerequisite skills. Seat time requirements also result in accelerated
students getting stuck in a slow moving or non-challenging class, leading to boredom and
related problems, including dropping out of school.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Competency-based pathways flip accountability. Instead of making time the constant and allowing
mastery to vary, competency-based approaches make mastery the measure by which students move
to the next lesson, unit, course, or grade—regardless of how much time it takes. Although competencybased learning can take place in a classroom without a technology component, technology makes
individualized instruction and competency-based pathways available in ways not previously possible.
Online and blended learning also can link competency-based learning to provider accountability.
The decoupling of student funding and advancement from seat time typically happens through one
of three ways: waivers, credit flexibility, and systemic redesign. Waivers and credit flexibility are
short-term measures Colorado can consider by which states are providing districts the flexibility to
use a competency-based approach to granting credits and funding students. A complete redesign
is necessary in the long term. This redesign will tie student progression and funding to demonstrated
student results at the course level, thereby linking true student outcomes with provider accountability.
24
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Louisiana Act 2 (2012); http://www.doe.state.la.us/topics/act2_choice_law.html
33
The term “competency-based pathways” is best described in the 2010 publication, When Success Is the Only Option: Designing Competency- Based
Pathways for Next Generation Learning, written by Chris Sturgis and Susan Patrick for iNACOL. “Competency-based” is the term recognized in federal policy, and “pathways” acknowledge the fact that it would be challenging and unnecessary to replace the entire seat-time system. This section
is based on that iNACOL publication, which was one of a series of four white papers showing the emergence of competency-base pathways as an
important approach to a high-quality educational experience. http://www.inacol.org/research/competency/index.php
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Re-examining the role of Colorado Online Learning34

DIGITAL STUDY
BILL OVERVIEW

INTRODUCTION

Many rural districts highly value the benefits that students and districts receive from taking
supplemental courses from Colorado Online Learning (COL). While COL is much smaller than
state-supported supplemental providers in other states (some of which receive far more state
support), it plays an important role in providing a subsidized set of online courses to Colorado
districts. However, the total cost of COL courses—when combining the state appropriation
and course fees—is appreciably higher than the cost of courses from other state virtual school
programs and from private providers. In addition, the existence of a small number of subsidized
online courses may distort incentives and actions by districts by setting an expectation that
an online course should cost the district $200 per semester, including a teacher—which is the
cost of a COL course to the district.

DIGITAL
LEARNING
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In other states, the state virtual school programs have taken on expanded roles. In the first
decade or so of K-12 online learning, state initiatives and state virtual schools played a key
role in efficiently providing high-quality supplemental online courses. More recently, the key
roles of state virtual school programs have evolved to also helping states and districts build
online learning expertise, and providing leadership on online learning issues. As online learning
activity increasingly moves to the district level where resources are more scarce, the ongoing
role of state virtual school programs and other state-level efforts is being re-examined. Some
state virtual schools are beginning to explore ways to help districts with blended learning
by providing tools, expertise, content, technology, and other resources. While no single and
highly successful model yet exists, it is worth considering whether COL or a similar statewide
entity should take on the task of helping districts create and grow blended learning options.

OUTCOMES

QUALITY
ASSURANCE

COL has been funded through an appropriation followed by a competitive Request For Proposal
(RFP) in past years. Future appropriations and RFPs could require that RFP respondents
discuss how they can assist districts with implementing blended learning programs, in addition
to providing supplemental online courses, and that the blended learning response be part
of the rubric that determines the successful proposal.

Infrastructure35

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

In the summer 2012 survey of rural Colorado districts, survey respondents and interviewees
noted the lack of broadband access as a barrier to online learning. Some of the interview
candidates were identified because their district or BOCES is solving the challenge of Internet
access creatively. Other districts and BOCES rely on interactive video because high-speed
Internet access isn’t available. However, while some areas creatively construct temporary
solutions, students throughout the state deserve equal access to online resources. Limited
broadband access restricts the online and blended learning options a school or district can
offer to its students and staff. The National Broadband Map clearly shows major gaps in access
throughout Colorado (see Figure 5),36 and while EAGLE-Net is working to expand access
throughout the state, much work remains to reach all rural communities.

CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

Blended Learning in Rural Colorado recommended that CDE ensure that EAGLE-Net37 is funded
through its 2013 projected completion date, and that it reaches all 178 school districts.
In addition, it recommended identifying a strategy to take network connections from the
“middle mile” to the “last mile,” bringing high-speed Internet access much closer to school for
most students, especially in large rural districts. While it is not clear that EAGLE-Net is the
appropriate initiative, the goal is clear: the state must ensure that all Colorado schools have
high-speed Internet access.
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34
This section based on a similar section in Blended Learning in Rural Colorado: Status and Strategies for Expansion, July 2012, http://www.cde.
state.co.us/onlinelearning/download/RuralBlendedLearning_Evergreen.pdf
35
This section based on a similar section in Blended Learning in Rural Colorado: Status and Strategies for Expansion, July 2012, which was prepared for
the Colorado Department of Education with support from the Colorado Legacy Foundation and the Donnell-Kay Foundation; http://www.cde.state.
co.us/onlinelearning/download/RuralBlendedLearning_Evergreen.pdf
36
The National Broadband Map, http://www.broadbandmap.gov/technology
37
EAGLE‑Net Alliance (EAGLE‑Net), http://www.co-eaglenet.net/. The initiative is on hold as of December 2012.
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Figure 5: National Broadband Map, focus on Colorado, 3Mbps. Source: http://www.broadbandmap.gov/
technology

OUTCOMES

Thoughtful integration with Colorado initiatives

Colorado has passed a number of significant education reform bills in recent years, requiring
substantial effort from Colorado’s teachers, staff, and administrators to understand and
effectively implement. Any additional changes should be considered and enacted within the
context of that legislation, including but not limited to:

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

SB212 (2008): Colorado’s Achievement Plan for Kids (CAP4K) aligned pre-kindergarten
to post-secondary standards and expectations.

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

SB163 (2009): The Education Accountability Act established a statewide system of
accountability, with annual school and district performance reports and improvement
plans.
SB191 (2010): The Great Teachers and Leaders Act overhauled the teacher and school
leader accountability system.

RECOMMENDATIONS

HB1238 (2012): Reading to Ensure Academic Development (READ) Act established
higher standards and identified intervention strategy for students K-3 with significant
reading deficiencies.

Enhance the statewide data and assessment systems
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CONCLUSION

The long-term goal of Colorado’s student data and assessment systems should be to capture
a comprehensive picture of each student’s characteristics and learning trajectory. A statewide student information system that tracks more data points about each student and provides
districts/schools with immediate access to student records—including course, course delivery
method, grade, and completion status—would allow the state to better understand student
achievement over time and would improve course provider accountability.
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Conclusion

EXAMPLES
FROM OTHER
STATES

OUTCOMES

Colorado is at a critical juncture. It has the opportunity to meet the goal of the Expanded Learning
Opportunities Commission, “to outline a vision of student-centered learning that transcends the
school day and location and encourage education systems to use time, partners, and technology
to achieve greater long-term outcomes for students”.38 Digital learning can create “dramatically
personalized learning…that ignite(s) the unique potential of every student.” However, this cannot
be accomplished through incremental change within the existing system, but rather must
happen through bold leadership that moves education outside of its traditional box and
opens doors for all students.

CONCLUSION

RECOMMENDATIONS

ADDITIONAL
ISSUES

Successful digital learning schools, programs, and courses are transforming the educational
experience for some students, in Colorado. The challenge now is to ensure that all students
in Colorado have access to high-quality opportunities and that the outcomes of students in
online and blended programs are well tracked, understood, and reported.
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Expanded Learning Opportunities Commission, http://colegacy.org/expanded-learning-opportunities/
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