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Superintendent’s  
State of the District Report 
Prepared by:  Dr. Pamela Swanson 
January 27, 2015      

Good Evening Everyone, 

Tonight, I look forward to delivering the fourth annual State of the District 

Report because it allows all of us an opportunity to take a step back from a 

very busy schedule to reflect on the year gone by, and even more 

importantly to help chart a course for the year ahead. 

We have much to celebrate from this past year. Our accreditation status 

continues to improve and our students are continuing to excel, both in and 

out of the classroom. Our team has earned a record number of grants to 

improve children’s lives and help our teachers become even better at their 

work. Educators and even policy makers from around the state and the 

country are now looking to us for advice, leadership, and even inspiration on 

how best to innovate and make sure all of our students are ready for the 

most important day … the day after graduation. 

Tonight I plan to go into some detail about our accomplishments in 2014, but 

in the end, I think the reason we have been so successful is that we are not 

afraid of hard work and continue to push ourselves and our students to the 

next level. That’s reflected in a quote from Albert Einstein.  

“Life,” he said, “is like riding a bicycle. To keep your balance you must keep 

moving.” 

That is certainly what I envision for District 50 in 2015 … that we keep moving 

… always pushing toward our goal that every student is educated to his or 

her fullest potential. 
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Last year, the Denver Post editorial page acknowledged our four years of 

continuous academic growth during a time of flat state test scores by asking 

the question “Is Westminster 50 on to something?” 

The answer is yes, but to keep moving forward, we have to make the right 

decisions about our budget, and what we are doing in the classroom and in 

our communities.  

 

Budget 
A little later tonight, the Board of Education will receive an amended budget 

that will carry us into the next budget year. Once again, we find ourselves 

having to make some difficult choices, but because of wise decisions by our 

Board of Education, good advice from our Fiscal Oversight Committee and an 

increase in funding from the state of Colorado we are in a fiscally sound 

position. We should all feel good about that. 

In November, voters rejected our request for a mill levy override and bond 

increase and I respect that decision. It is unrealistic to expect hard working 

people who live paycheck to paycheck or retirees who live on fixed incomes 

to vote themselves a tax increase. 

We have significant needs in District 50, but I will not recommend that we go 

back to our local voters … the solution lies at the state level. It is crystal clear 

that school districts with lower tax bases and a higher percentage of “at risk” 

students need more support from the state. We must overhaul the School 

Finance Act to not only provide more money for public education in general, 

but change the formula for how the money is distributed. 

I am championing this approach and proud to say, we are not sitting back 

and letting others control our destiny:  
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• Earlier this month, the Board of Education hosted a meeting with Lt. 

Governor Joe Garcia, State Board of Education member Jane Goff, and 

local lawmakers where we made a strong case for funding equity. 

• District 50 is the largest member and a leading voice in a group of metro 

and rural districts at the Capitol known as the Opportunity Coalition. By 

bringing together rural and metro area school districts with like 

concerns, we have become a strong and relentless voice at the Capitol.  

• In November, I joined superintendents from across the state in sending 

a position statement, for the second year in a row, to the Joint Budget 

Committee supporting Governor John Hickenlooper’s state budget 

request for an increase in education spending with an additional 

allocation for “at risk students”. Importantly, we made it clear that 

lawmakers should not dictate how that money is spent. Restoring 

funding that still does not get to the levels we saw in 2008 should not 

have strings attached. 

And while the state will play a critical role when it comes to our budget, we 

are taking important, prudent steps to ensure that we enter the 2015/16 

school year with enough resources to invest in our kids. In all, we are 

reducing our current budget by about $1.5 million, which combined with last 

year’s cuts of $3.8 million will enable us to move forward without continued 

deficit spending. 

So how will we cut $1.5 million from an already lean budget?  This spring in 

this current fiscal year, we will absorb the remaining shortfall. 

• We will not fill 10 vacant positions across the school district this year, 

which is on top of the 61 jobs we eliminated last year.  

• All 2014/15 internal budgets will be reduced an additional 10 percent.  
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• And unfortunately, due to our current budget situation, we will be 

tabling projects in some facilities and programs that we had hoped to 

address more immediately. 

These steps, taken now, along with an optimistic projected increase in state 

dollars for next year, will allow us to move forward from a position of 

strength, live within our means, and fairly reward our hard working staff at 

all levels, while being sensitive to economic realities. This fiscal position, as 

we move into next year, is important for our organization so we can continue 

to focus on the most important work before us; which is educating our 

children.  

 

Student Achievement and Reform 
By successfully addressing the issues of dollars and cents up front and early 

on, we can then focus our attention on teaching and the ABC’s … or more 

accurately in our district, CBS, our Competency Based System.  

We have long voiced our concerns about the state accreditation and testing 

process, but for now it is an important measure of success and failure ... and 

by their measures, we are making steady gains and progress. 

Last year’s TCAP results showed that of the 24 assessments taken, we 

improved or maintained our scores in 19 categories; the highest percentage 

of any district in the metro area.  

Another way to look at our results: 

Think back to 2010 when we were a “Turnaround” District with 9 schools in 

the “Turnaround” Category. We have long since lost the “Turnaround” label 

for the District and any of our schools, and we now have just two schools in 

“Priority Improvement”. It is a good story, but we will not rest until all of our 

schools and the District are rated at the “Performance” level.  
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Last spring, when the State Board of Education called for low-performing 

districts to come before them to update members on progress, we 

volunteered to go first and were recognized for our hard work by members 

of the State Board and Commissioner. 

The state accreditation formula is far from perfect. In fact, Dr. Oliver 

Grenham has been selected to work on a state level panel to find innovative 

ways to ensure that the accreditation process provides timely, meaningful 

information that measures effective education, and does not simply provide 

an academic reflection of the demographic makeup of a school or school 

district. 

We welcome accountability, but it needs to be done correctly and fairly to 

measure actual student learning and progress, and not neighborhoods or zip 

codes. 

On a related note, as we move forward we are seeking a testing process that 

helps, not hinders us. Next week the legislature will receive a report from a 

task force created last year by lawmakers to look at the number and kinds of 

assessments mandated by the Colorado Department of Education. For many 

years, our position has been that there are too many of them and they are 

not compatible with a true Competency Based System, where the emphasis 

is not on passing a test at a specific time of year, but working to master a 

learning topic. 

Many of our teachers will tell you how frustrating it is to commit to the CBS 

approach when in the back of their minds they know that a high stakes test is 

just around the corner. We have shared our concerns with legislators, as well 

as with the Colorado State Board of Education. 

You may remember that earlier this year, the State Board made news when it 

voted to allow school districts to apply for waivers to opt out of this spring’s 

PARCC (Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College Careers) testing. 
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It is not clear if the State Board actually has the legal authority to do so. Until 

a legal opinion from the Attorney General's office is rendered, we must 

proceed with testing as mandated. Many voices across Colorado are lobbying 

the legislature to make changes in assessment policy as well.    

I encourage parents, students and staff to reach out to their elected 

representatives to let them know your views. 

 

Competency Based System 
We will continue to refine and improve our Competency Based System. As I 

have said so many times, we will never be satisfied with the status quo … 

there is always room for improvement. That said, I can tell you that imitation 

is often the sincerest form of flattery. Across America now, there is no 

shortage of schools and districts who are like minded, and this year we will 

continue to communicate and learn with other educators who are in pursuit 

of a Competency Based System. I want to give special thanks to our Board of 

Education and their willingness to share their time and experiences when 

called upon. Leadership at all levels of systemic and sustained change 

matters.  

 

District Successes 
While press clippings, accreditation reports and test scores are an important 

part of evaluating our efforts, it is not by any means the only measure of our 

work.  

The list of accomplishments and targets for improvement is long, and I want 

to highlight some of them.  
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• This year, District 50 was one of only 10 school districts in Colorado to 

be named to the AP Honor Roll. It is recognition of the increasing 

number of students, especially those from underserved backgrounds 

that take AP exams and perform well on them.  

• Our District is fifth in the state when it comes to the percentage of low 

income students who go on to what are termed the elite colleges in 

Colorado. The education group, A+ Denver, released a report titled 

“Missing the Bus” which highlighted our efforts to get students to 

make the most of their college opportunities. Just yesterday, I also 

learned two students from Westminster High School are finalists for 

the Daniels Scholarship.  

• Westminster High School is now certified in both Engineering and 

Biomedical Sciences in the Project Lead the Way Program, which 

allows students to earn college credits while enrolled at Westy.  

• More accolades last year for our theater group at Westminster High 

School. Their production of “In the Heights” received 10 Bobby G 

nominations. The Bobby G’s are the equivalent of the Metro Area High 

School Tony awards. Our performing arts program is one of the elite 

ones in the state, and we are creating a pipeline into the program for 

students both in and outside the District. 

• In athletics, we had three teams advance to the state playoffs … boys 

football and soccer as well as girls softball. In and out of the classroom, 

our high schools students are racking up some impressive 

accomplishments.  

• At the elementary school level this year, Sunset Ridge was named as a 

recipient of the Governor’s Distinguished Improvement award, which 

recognizes schools that show continued academic growth among their 

students over a three year period.   
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Although I am speaking from a district level tonight, there are numerous 

accomplishments that happen daily in our schools. They are too numerous to 

list in this report but you can read about the individual points of pride for 

each school on the Superintendent’s webpage.   

 

Partnerships 
A lot of our success could not be done without some important partnerships. 

Our staff has worked tirelessly to find opportunities to advance our 

education efforts and improve the lives of our children.  

• We are the recent recipient of a $100,000 grant from the Colorado 

Opportunity Scholarship Initiative. The funds are aimed at supporting 

Colorado students – especially those from low-income and/or under-

represented backgrounds – on the path to and through college and into 

the workforce. Matching funds may be coming in the months ahead.  

• We are partnering with the Colorado Department of Education, The 
Colorado Education Initiative, Colorado Springs District 11 and 
Thompson School District to support next generation learning in 
schools. Ranum Middle School and Westminster High School are 
piloting programs and strategies to help students better use time and 
technology in their education.  
 

• District 50 received a $438,000 (EARSS) Expelled and At-risk Student 

Services Grant to assist in providing educational and support services to 

expelled students, students at-risk of expulsion, and students at-risk of 

habitual truancy. 

• And of course a list of partners is never complete without 

acknowledging and thanking Hyland Hills. In ways big and small, they 

have helped tens of thousands of our children through the years. 
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Whether it is after school sports programs, Putts for a Purpose or 

summer employment, Hyland Hills has been invaluable. 

 

Leadership at all Levels  
Within District 50 there is a common understanding that for an organization 

to be successful, leadership must come from all levels. This means that 

everyone contributes to our learning and growing organization. 

This past fall, after we held an all-day symposium on CBS for our Educational 

Support Professionals, we created a Superintendent’s Support Cabinet where 

members of the group and I could meet monthly to share ideas and give a 

much broader perspective to the District.   

It was an extension of what I have already been doing with my administrative 

cabinet and student leaders from Westminster High School. In fact tonight, 

representatives of the 16 member Student Leadership Cabinet are here with 

us. I would like them to stand up and be recognized. 

This year I plan to expand that participation to teachers and members of the 

community at large.  

There has been an overwhelming response to my invitation for membership 

on the Teacher Leadership Cabinet. It will consist of approximately 20 

teachers from various schools and specialist areas who can work directly with 

me on steps we need to take to advance our organization to the next level of 

excellence.  

I am also in the process of forming a cabinet level group made up of people 

within the community. Business leaders, members of the clergy, public safety 

officials all have valuable perspectives on how to keep our students healthier 

and safer both in and out of school.  I am excited about the possibilities of 

working with the Community Youth Cabinet. 
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Community Communication 
This past year we were able to build upon that sense of community by 

mailing out two publications. 

Our “News You Can Use” report brought our neighbors up-to-speed on our 

academic progress and the status of our facilities, including the addition of 

air conditioning to five schools using the last of the proceeds from our 2006 

bond election. It was also important to note that over the summer we were 

able to provide 19,000 breakfasts and 29,000 lunches to our children in the 

community.  

We also reached out to our senior community by mailing them “Gold Cards”, 

which allow people 55 and older to attend district events free of charge. It is 

our way of saying thank you the people who have supported us for so long. 

We look forward to continuing these types of efforts into the future.  

And speaking of thank-you’s, I want to close with just two examples in a sea 

of many about what makes this community such a special place to live, 

educate our children, and care for one another.  

• Bob Landgraf retired last year after two stints on the Board of 

Education. He brought great credibility, wisdom, and humor to the 

Board during a time of instability. Appropriately, he was honored by the 

Colorado Association of School Boards (CASB) with the McGuffey Award.  

• And second … our thanks goes to Matthew Leggett and his family. As 

many of you know, Matthew, who was a 1993 graduate of Westminster 

High School, was killed this summer while serving his country in 

Afghanistan. In November, on Veterans Day, his two brothers and his 

niece joined us here to honor his life and sacrifice. We also added his 

name to the plaque at District 50 Memorial Stadium, which lists our 

graduates who have died while serving their country.  
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People like Bob and Matthew inspire us to make the very most of every day 

and remain focused on what is most important ... for us, this is the children 

of District 50. 

Thank you for your time and the opportunity to serve as your Superintendent 

of Schools. 


