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 Good afternoon Madam Chair and members of the committee. My name is Leslie 
Colwell, and I lead the Colorado Children’s Campaign’s work on K-12 issues. In the 
education space we believe our school funding system is THE most important 
challenge to address and the most exciting opportunity for innovation in the coming 
years. I’m excited to testify in support of HB-1232. 

 A couple of weeks ago the Children’s Campaign celebrated the 25th anniversary of 
KidsCount, just one year ahead of what will be the 25th anniversary of our school 
finance formula. A lot has changed since the 90s! Colorado has proven itself a wise 
and efficient spender of education funding compared to other states, and we’ve seen 
some progress in student achievement, but not enough. It’s worth wondering – how 
many more of our students would reach their full potential if we allocated dollars in 
a fundamentally different way – one in which investments were targeted to meet the 
unique needs of our changing student population? 

 The opportunity to overhaul Colorado’s school finance system presents a once-in-a-
generation opportunity to reimagine the potential of our education system and our 
children. In our current system, many kids enter school unprepared to succeed, and 
achievement gaps widen as they progress through school, resulting in poor academic 
performance, expensive remedial services and dropout. This is because, in part, 
Colorado continues to finance public education through methods that have no 
demonstrable link to the cost of delivering a rigorous education that can produce 
high achievement in all students.  
 

 In the absence of my colleague Bill Jaeger, our VP of Early Childhood Initiatives, I 
want to first highlight the early learning components of the proposed formula that 
merit particular attention. The bill sponsors, and the advocates of this updated 
formula, are to be applauded for addressing one of the greatest deficiencies in our 
school finance act: our failure to invest in early education. Of all of the ways we could 
elevate Colorado children’s academic achievement and future life prospects, few 
have as strong a research base as expanding access to quality early education. 
Placing preschool and full-day kindergarten at the foundation of a new, student-
centered school finance formula is a tremendous recognition of this evidence and 
amazing opportunity to prevent gaps in student achievement before they ever 
develop. 



 Compared to a current formula that funds preschool by limited slots (leaving 
thousands of at-risk children without access) and kindergarten by only offering 
roughly half-day funding, the new formula would fund our 4-year-olds with access to 
at least a half-day and kindergarteners based on their actual enrollment. 
 

 With 78% of kindergarteners already in a full-day program, local communities and 
schools are pulling resources from other areas to make ends meet. This means fewer 
resources for other programming and/or requiring parents to pay tuition – both are 
equity considerations. On the Pre-K side, fewer than 1 in 4 four-year-olds have access 
to our state-funded preschool program. This proposal would ensure that all 4-year-
olds (and 5-year-olds not yet in kindergarten) that school districts have the capacity 
to serve would receive half-day funding. CPP has a strong, proven return on 
investment. 

 

 In the area of K-12, this bill creates weighted factors for and invests deeply in English 
Language Learners, students receiving special education services, and students 
identified as gifted, instead of tethering their funding to an opaque and acutely 
underfunded categorical amount, as in our current system.  

 

 If we want to equip our state’s students with the type of education they’ll need in 
the next 25 years, we must create a modernized, adequate, and equitable school 
funding formula that places our learners at the center and includes foundational 
investments that research have shown to have a strong link to student achievement. 
I’ve left specific studies out of my comments today but would be happy to follow up 
with more information on the considerable consensus and research base supporting 
the shifts in this formula. 

 

 There is broad agreement, for example, about the clear need for additional resources 
to bring students living in poverty to academic proficiency. Through no fault of their 
own, these students are often behind their peers in foundational literacy and 
numeracy skills by the time they enter school and they often need more counseling 
and supports. In the current School Finance Act, districts only receive funding for 
students who receive free lunch. HB-1232 would expand this category to students 
who are eligible to receive free or reduced price lunch and substantially increase the 
weight to 31 percent of base.  
 



 This proposal would go a long way to advancing a funding system that is adequate, 
equitable, adaptable and sustainable. This is the first and most fundamental step in 
ensuring that structural barriers to opportunity are removed, leading to more 
equitable outcomes, and ensuring that all students in Colorado graduate from high 
school prepared for their next life step. 

 Thank you for your time. 

 


