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Superintendent’s  
State of the District Report 
Prepared by:  Dr. Pamela Swanson 
January 19, 2016 

 

Good Evening Mr. President and Members of the Board: 

As you can see from tonight’s agenda, I am submitting the 2016 State of the District Report to 

you.  This has become an annual tradition in my role as superintendent and it is hard for me to 

believe this marks the fifth one I have delivered. 

As I reflect over the past calendar year, we have many accomplishments in our schools and 

district, along with significant challenges facing us as we move through 2016 and beyond. 

We have come a long way over the last several years because of the hard work and leadership 

from committed teachers, support staff, administrators, volunteers, and of course our Board of 

Education. 

As a school District, it is my belief we are clearly headed in the right direction for our students 

and their future.  I think you would agree that any successful journey requires a concise and 

usable roadmap. 

We have that roadmap in the Vision 2020 Strategic Plan that the Board of Education approved 

late last year.  It details our long and short-term priorities and explains how we plan to achieve 

success for all of our students.  The first version of the Executive Summary is on the front page 

of our District website and I encourage you to share it when you have the opportunity. 

In creating our roadmap, the acronym RISE emerged, which stands for Resources, Image and 

Sustained Excellence.  If we keep those “key concepts” in mind and build strategies around 

them, we can assure our students succeed in school and are ready for the all-important “Day 

After Graduation.” 
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RESOURCES  
Safety  

Let me start with resources.  Our highest priority, even before academics, is the health and 

safety of our students and staff. 

We spend a great deal of time and other resources analyzing our safety plans and crisis 

response procedures.  Our staff and students have been through training and continue to train 

and practice on what to do in an emergency and the steps we should be taking every day to 

keep our buildings safe.  In addition, significant time has been spent at our professional 

development symposia in September, October and April reviewing and updating our strategies, 

just to name a few. 

When appropriate, we bring in people with outside expertise to critique our thinking, go 

through simulations, and offer advice.  We also have an information sharing agreement 

generated through Adams County Youth Initiative that crosses over multiple agencies in our city 

and county. 

Still, for all that work, every time we hear of an incident in a school in Colorado, the country, or 

anywhere in the world we take another look at what we are doing and analyze what can be 

improved upon in our schools.  Such is the case with the latest reports released by Littleton 

Public Schools in the Arapahoe High School incident.  We need to continue to learn and more 

importantly, remain vigilant every day.  One tool that has proven to be extremely useful for 

school districts in Colorado is the Safe2Tell reporting system.  This is on the back of School ID’s, 

on every school website, and will soon be inside our school buses.  I encourage students, staff, 

parents, and community to take advantage of this system should something arise that needs 

attention for the safety of our schools.  It probably goes without saying, we cannot take 

anything for granted when it comes to this topic. 

 

Finances 

Another resource, of course, is our fiscal health. 

District 50 is not a wealthy school district.  During the 20 years I have been in the school district, 

we have always operated on a conservative budget.  Our Boards of Education have been 

acutely aware that our community is filled with hard-working families, who ask us to be 

accountable for their tax dollars. 

Year in and year out we create a budgeting plan that juggles the uncertainties of funding from 

the Colorado Legislature with the District’s educational priorities and all too often, unfunded 
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mandates and obligations.  In addition, we work hard to come up with a responsible budget 

that also provides enough reserve funding to deal with the unforeseeable, including repairs and 

maintenance needed for ageing facilities. 

Our Finance Team also works very hard to keep our website up to date regarding how the 

money is being spent.  

This past year our Finance Team was recognized with the Government Finance Officers 

Association Award and the Association of School Business Officials Awards for budget and audit.   

It’s an outside validation of our thoughtful efforts to continue to do more with less.   

I say less, because the state of Colorado has fallen behind in its obligations to ensure equitable 

funding for all public school students. 

Later tonight the Board of Education will vote on a resolution to support a funding advocacy 

statement signed by the vast majority of Colorado Superintendents.  It asks the legislature to 

not increase the negative factor and to reclassify the Hospital Provider Fee to an enterprise 

fund enabling lawmakers to provide additional funding for Colorado schools.  I encourage all of 

you to contact your legislator and let them know your views. 

Much to my disappointment, there are some at the state capitol who have become comfortable 

with the idea of decreasing state funding, and instead forcing local communities to make up the 

difference.  It is by all accounts – a failed strategy.  

Here in District 50, we went to the voters in 2013 to ask for additional revenues in the form of a 

mill levy override and when that failed we returned to the voters in 2014 asking for a smaller 

mill levy override and a bond to improve our facilities.  

Voters clearly said not now …The plight of many school districts in this situation is because 

many families live paycheck to paycheck, or on fixed incomes, and simply have a hard time 

affording a tax increase.  As such, districts like ours are increasingly dependent on the state, as 

opposed to districts with fewer economic challenges that are successful at the local level.  It is 

predicted, without a change to state tax policy, the funding gap between school districts will 

continue to widen. 

But the financial picture is not all doom and gloom.  

The Board of Education took a courageous step last year to generate badly needed revenues for 

capital construction, while at the same time removing blighted buildings from our community. 



4 
 

While controversial with some individuals, the District sold properties that were once home to 

Baker and Roush Elementary Schools and Clear Lake Middle School in the amount of 2.9 million 

dollars.   

Due to the Board’s actions, the money generated from those sales is now available for capital 

improvements.  A couple of projects already underway include renovations at Flynn Elementary 

and the Union Building near Colorado STEM Academy (CSA). The upgrades at Union will allow 

for the expansion of CSA to grades K through 8 this coming fall.  

 

Grants and Partnerships 

Because of smart, innovative thinking and tireless efforts we are also finding ways to bring 

money into the District to support a variety of areas.  Last year we generated 11.1 million 

dollars in grant funds and developed or maintained relationships with valuable partners who 

collaborate with us in so many ways.  

Among our partners: The Colorado Education Initiative, The Rose Community Foundation, The 

Buck Institute of Education, Blocks of Hope, Have a Heart, Hyland Hills Parks and Recreation 

District, just to name a few. 

We also embarked on a unique “Pay for Success” pilot plan to support early childhood and 

family intervention by bringing public and private groups together to find out what really works.  

We were honored to host Governor John Hickenlooper here in the District as he signed 

legislation allowing this innovative idea to move forward. 

And speaking of partnerships.  I want to give a shout out to Rosie Jaramillo and the 

Westminster Education Association.  We have collaborated and built a lot of momentum over 

the last year and believe we are all better off for it.  We began negotiations just last week and 

all parties agreed that all decisions must be framed around the best interests of our children. 

 

Accreditation 

Another valuable relationship we are now building is with AdvancED … a relationship that will 

result in bringing dual accreditation to District 50.  AdvancED is an internationally recognized 

non-profit organization that has a longstanding and stellar reputation, accrediting entire states, 

school systems, and some of the most prestigious private schools in Colorado.  Their “Stamp of 

Approval” has been sought by many public schools in Colorado, most notably High Schools in 

the Cherry Creek School District. 
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While we will remain accredited by the state of Colorado, AdvancED values our Competency 

Based System (CBS) and as part of the accreditation process AdvancED will provide valuable 

analysis and support for our students and staff. 

It is no secret our state is struggling with several issues including assessments that cannot be 

compared, students opting out on a large scale in the state, the switch from ACT to SAT, and an 

accreditation process that is currently under review.  Put simply, Colorado Department of 

Education (CDE) is about compliance, while AdvancED is about continuous improvement.  In 

other words, we cannot push a pause button for our students.  So, in true District 50 form, we 

will continue to push forward and not passively wait for resolution of these issues from the 

state. 

Our hope is that students graduating from a district accredited by AdvancED will open more 

scholarship and higher education opportunities for our students.  

This is an exciting opportunity for District 50 and I will be sharing more details in the months 

ahead as the process moves forward. 

 

Innovation 

Another resource, or strength, in our District is our willingness to embrace innovation and 

constantly challenge the status quo. 

The move to a Competency Based System is a prime example, but CBS is not the only one. 

This past fall, we opened the Future Center at Westminster High School.  It’s a resource for 

students of all ages to help them focus on career paths and think about “what might be”.  It’s a 

first class facility that is truly impacting lives for kids in our District.  

The Future Center is just one part of a bigger, broader plan to prepare students for successful 

careers after high school. 

At Westminster High School, we are expanding our efforts to support (CTE) or Career Technical 

Education.  CTE develops skills that are directly transferrable to the work place, allowing 

students to step into a job upon graduation or earn college credit while still in high school.  

A lot of very wise people in this community believe it was a mistake to phase out CTE programs 

in the 1990’s and I agree.   

Our kids agree. 
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Right now we have 943 students enrolled in one or more CTE courses that range from business 

to construction to healthcare and much more.  We are moving forward with a ProStart culinary 

arts program, we are in partnership with Front Range Community College on our campus so 

students can earn an irrigation technician certificate, while other students are building storage 

sheds and selling them this spring.  I hear next year, pending a concrete slab being installed, 

they will be building tiny houses. 

My point is we are making progress in creating a very robust program that expands the options 

available to our students and leverages all of our partnerships with area businesses and 

educational institutions. 

That same commitment to innovation that allowed us to first open and expand Colorado STEM 

Academy is also allowing us to consider other strategies for the best use of our schools and 

resources.  

 

IMAGE 
Next I want to speak about Image, which is the second component of our RISE blueprint. 

By almost any measure, District 50 has made impressive strides in the last several years. 

Achievement has improved over time and remains a relentless focus.  As we begin the analysis 

of our mid-year data, and reports from two of our principals as recently as the last Board 

meeting, we anticipate our forward momentum to continue. 

Our staff is also highly regarded with various awards given throughout the year.  The latest 

examples include Dr. Steve Sandoval being named by Education Week as a Leader to Learn 

From and Coach Kerry Denison recognized as the EMAC League Coach of the Year. 

Speaking of the football team, of course we can’t forget our improvement in athletics … most 

notably our high school football team that went undefeated in Conference play.  Last month, 

Westminster Mayor Herb Atchison invited the team to appear before the City Council.  It was a 

wonderful night for our kids and administrators to hear how proud the city is of our efforts.  

Our Theater and Performing Arts programs are also recognized as among the best in the state. 

The list of scholarships, awards, and accolades could keep us here all night, but my point is we 

have much to be proud of, and it’s important that we find ways to define ourselves and not let 

others define us using tired, outdated labels.  

We have undertaken a rebranding program that may result in a change of the name, logo and 

tag line for District 50.  It’s a very long, involved, and thoughtful process.  We have engaged in 
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focus groups in English and Spanish and distributed multiple surveys to gather as much 

information as possible. 

In my view, the business of public education and staying in business is not the same as it was 

even 10 years ago.  Colorado’s open enrollment policy, and seemingly endless educational 

options is a driver in this equation. 

Our neighboring schools and districts have gone down this road and we simply have to 

compete.  It’s the reality of public education and the competition for student enrollment.  

However, our community is also changing.  Two rail stations, accompanying retail and housing 

development, and several other community projects are underway.  These are other factors 

that call for us to distinguish ourselves and let people know the educational options that are 

available here. 

Still it’s important to note, that while we are trying to reframe how the public views us, we are 

being very careful to not lose sight of our proud history. 

This spring, for example, we will be naming our high school theater after long time drama 

teacher Joanna Ramsey and will be naming our greenhouse after Phil Love.  They are both 

wonderful examples of what it means to be an educator with a passion for children and 

learning.  

 

SUSTAINED EXCELLENCE 
Sustained excellence means that we don’t go for the quick fix. 

Quick fixes rarely work and they never last.  

I think that idea of sustained excellence is best reflected in our Competency Based System.  The 

progress we have made since implementing CBS districtwide in 2009 has been steady and 

meaningful.    

Sustained excellence is also reflected in our CBS philosophy that tells a struggling level four 

student that they don’t have to catch up with all their peers tomorrow … that’s unrealistic and 

demoralizing, … but instead assures that student that over time, he or she will catch up and will 

have the support system to earn a diploma that makes it possible to do anything their hearts 

desire. 

Sustained Excellence also encourages students who are ahead of their peers to accelerate their 

learning, knowing there are inspiring educators with them every step of the way.  
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The end result of this sustained excellence is not just measured by end of level tests, but 

ultimately, the development of young minds and high school graduates who are ready to go out 

into the world and reach their full potential.  In turn, many of these graduates will stay in our 

community, raising the next generation of healthy, smart children. 

For me, one of the highlights of this past year was the creation of a Superintendent Support 

Cabinet, a Teacher Leadership Cabinet, a Student Leadership Cabinet, and a Principals’ Cabinet 

who all meet with me monthly.  We also created the Westminster Children’s Initiative which is 

made up of students, parents, and civic and government leaders who meet with me four times 

a year to focus on the challenges facing our young people and how we can help them.  I framed 

our work with the question, “How do we give a ‘community hug’ to our children when they are 

not in our schools?” 

In spite of all of the challenges that we focus upon in those meetings … and there are a lot of 

them … I always walk out of those sessions with a sense of optimism and powerful leadership 

emerging at all levels. 

I say that because there are so many good people in this community and within our District 

who are stepping forward to improve the lives and education of our children.  They are rising to 

the challenge.  

It is easy to become frustrated and distracted with many of the challenges we face in public 

education and in our community.  But remember, as long as we have the mental model that we 

are not victims but rather volunteers, and we carry an unequivocal passion for doing the right 

things for children even when some may voice doubt, we will make a significant and positive 

difference in many - many lives. 

Tonight I believe the State of District 50 is strong and getting stronger every day.  Our future is 

linked to our Vision 2020 roadmap and the five strategic areas aligned with our work moving 

forward and aligned with everything I reported to you tonight.  I am excited to say that people 

are now engaging in the work of how do we get there?      

Thanks for your time and attention, and more importantly thank you for all you do for our 

children.  


