Colorado Department of Education

Educational
Governance FAQ

Overview

The governance of public education in Colorado includes a number of different entities, including
parents, teachers, schools, superintendents, local school boards, the Colorado Department

of Education, the State Board of Education, the Colorado General Assembly, and the Federal
Government. Each of these entities has specific duties and powers that impact school policies
and student experiences. This FAQ is designed to help parents understand the educational
governance structure and how it relates to frequently asked questions.

Standards, Curriculum, and Textbooks

What is the difference between standards and curriculum?

Standards are broad learning goals articulating what students
should know, understand, and be able to do over a given time. In
Colorado, standards are developed by Colorado teachers and go
through a public feedback process before being approved by the
Colorado State Board of Education. A curriculum is an organized
plan of instruction comprised of a sequence of instructional units
that engages students in mastering the standards.

What entity chooses or develops curriculum?

In Colorado, local school boards choose the curriculum for their =
schools. This is because Colorado is a local control state, therefore, £ N
curriculum decisions are left to the local school districts ‘e

What entity has the authority to choose textbooks and instructional materials?

Resources such as instructional materials and textbooks are supports for the curriculum. Textbooks and
instructional materials are made at the local and school level. In some cases, these materials are chosen
or purchased by the school district. In other cases, individual school leaders and teachers choose specific
materials for their classrooms.
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Assessments

What is the difference between state and district assessments?

Students in Colorado take a number of different assessments throughout their academic career. Some of
these assessments are given statewide, while others are district-specific. Colorado law requires the following

statewide summative assessments:

» Colorado Measures of Academic Success
(CMAS)

+ Mathematics (grades 3-8)*

+ English Language Arts (grades 3-8)*

- Science (grades 5, 8,and 11)*

+ Social Studies (grades 4 and 7 on a
sampling basis)

* These tests are also required by federal law.

* College Entrance Exam

+ PSAT 8/9 (grade 9)
+ PSAT 10 (grade 10)
+ SAT (grade 11)*

« ACCESS English Language Proficiency**
(for multilingual learners only)

+ CoAlt - State Alternate Assessments** (for
students with significant cognitive disabilities)

** These tests are only administered for specific populations and are given in place of general population

assessments.

Additionally, districts may administer their own interim assessments to track student achievement and growth
throughout the school year. Decisions on these assessments are made at the local level.

How is assessment data used?

Scores represent students’ understanding of
Colorado’s grade-level content standards at the
end of the school year. Data from the statewide
summative assessments are critical in determining
if educational goals are being met and if students
are on track to graduate prepared for college and
careers. For example, the results provide parents
with information that shows how their child has
been learning and practicing in their classroom.
Data also allows teachers and principals to see
differences between groups of students and

make improvements to instruction. Further, the
results highlight gaps in achievement across
schools and districts so that steps can be taken

to ensure all students are supported in making
meaningful progress through the state’s educational
accountability system.

Can | opt my student out of an assessment?

Yes. State law allows parents to excuse their
children from taking state assessments. If a parent
wants to excuse their child from participating

in an assessment, the district is not allowed to
impose negative consequences on the students or
parents including prohibiting school attendance,
imposing an unexcused absence, or prohibiting
participation in extracurricular activities. Likewise,
districts cannot impose unreasonable burdens

or requirements on a student to discourage the
student from taking an assessment or to encourage
the student’s parent to excuse their child from the
assessment. They must offer all students who are
excused from testing the opportunity to participate
in celebrations or incentives related to the
assessments. Parents should know, however, that
non-participation in state assessments means they
will not have information on their child’s attainment
and growth on the state standards compared to
other children.
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' Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and 504 Accommodations

What is the difference between an Individualized
Education Program (IEP) and a 504 Plan?

The primary difference between an IEP and a 504 plan is
that an IEP provides specialized instruction and services
for students with disabilities, while a 504 plan provides
accommodations to ensure equal access to the general
education curriculum.

Not all students who have disabilities require specialized
instruction. For students with disabilities who do require
specialized instruction, the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) controls the procedural requirements,
and an IEP is developed. The IDEA process is more involved
than that of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and
requires documentation of measurable progress towards
individualized goals. A 504 plan may be created for students
with disabilities who do not require specialized instruction but need accommodations or services to have the
same access and opportunity as other students. Such a plan outlines their specific accessibility requirements
and describes the necessary accommodations and services. Students with 504 Plans do not require specialized
instruction, but, like the IEP, a 504 Plan should be updated annually to ensure that the student is receiving the
most effective accommodations for his/her specific circumstances.

Who should I contact if | think my student
needs an IEP or 504 Plan?

If my student’s IEP or 504 accommodations are
not met, what options are available?

If you suspect that your student may need an IEP
and/or 504 Plan, it is best to first contact your
student’s teacher to discuss their observations and
your options. From there, teachers can help direct
you to any other appropriate staff (school leader,
special education director, school psychologist,
504 coordinator, etc.)

Which entity is responsible for implementing
my child’s IEP or 504 Plan?

When it comes to implementing an IEP, the
Administrative Unit (AU) is responsible for ensuring
that a student receives free and appropriate public
education (FAPE) under IDEA. The AU is typically
the school district but can sometimes be a charter
school or a board of cooperative education services
(BOCES). Similarly, a local education agency (LEA)
has the legal responsibility for implementing a
student’s 504 plan. LEAs include charter schools.

If you have concerns about your student’s IEP or 504
plan, it is best to first reach out to your school and
then local school board. For students with IEPs, you
may use the dispute resolution options available
through the Colorado Department of Education.

The dispute resolution process has three options
under the IDEA for resolving disputes related to
special education: mediation, state complaints,

and due process complaints. You can access more
information on each of these options at

https://ed.cde.state.co.us/spedlaw.

The Colorado Department of Education cannot
investigate alleged violations of Section 504, or
allegations concerning abuse, retaliation, different
treatment, or a hostile environment based on

a disability. To file a complaint related to these
concerns, please contact the U.S. Department of
Education Office for Civil Rights at 303-844-5695 or

email OCR.Denver@ed.gov.
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. School Funding and Fees

Generally, how are schools funded in Colorado?

Public schools in Colorado are funded through a mix of state and local dollars under a formula set by the School
Finance Act. Each district receives a “total program” amount based largely on the number of students it serves,
with adjustments for factors like cost of living, size, and student needs (such as poverty or English language
learners). This total funding is meant to provide a base level of resources for every student across the state,
though actual funding can vary somewhat by district.

That total amount is split between the local share and the state share. The local share comes mostly from
local property taxes (and a small amount from specific ownership taxes), while the state share fills in the gap
to reach the district’s total program funding. Districts with higher property values can raise more locally and
therefore rely less on the state, while districts with lower property values depend more heavily on state funding
to ensure students receive a similar baseline level of support.

Can my school charge fees for materials or activities?

In Colorado, public schools can charge some fees, but there are clear limits under state law. Section 22-32-117,
C.R.S. prohibits schools from charging fees for the basic educational program. That means a student cannot be
required to pay a fee just to enroll in school, attend classes, or take any course needed for credit, promotion, or
graduation.

However, schools are allowed to charge certain fees in specific situations.

+ They can charge for things like consumable + Importantly, fees cannot be used as a barrier to
supplies (items students use up and keep), accessing required classes, and districts often
damage deposits for textbooks or equipment, provide waivers or reductions for families who
and participation in optional activities like qualify. If you have questions about specific fees
sports, clubs, or field trips. These fees must for your students, it is best to contact the school
be reasonable, tied to actual costs, and clearly directly.
explained to families, including whether they are
required or optional.

' School Attendance

Are there school attendance requirements in
Colorado?

Yes. In Colorado, state law requires most children
ages 6-17 to attend school, whether that is a public
school, private school, or a home-based program
(C.R.S. 22-33-104). Parents or guardians are legally
responsible for making sure their child attends
regularly, and the law sets minimum expectations for
the amount of instructional time.




School Attendance cont.

Who sets and enforces attendance policies? What happens if my student is considered
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Each school district’'s board of education must habltually truant

adopt an attendance policy that explains excused In Colorado, a student is considered habitually truant
vs. unexcused absences and when absences may if they have four unexcused absences in one month
lead to consequences or truancy action (C.R.S. or ten unexcused absences in a school year (C.R.S.
22-33-104(4)). Schools monitor daily attendance 22-33-107). Once a student is considered habitually
and work with families when students miss school. truant, the school and district must work with the
Schools and districts are responsible for enforcing family to create a plan to improve attendance, often
district policies and state attendance law and called an attendance or truancy plan, and provide
providing supports to improve attendance and supports to address the cause of the absences. If
minimize the effect of absences. attendance does not improve, the school district

may file a truancy case in court, and a judge can
order steps to help the student return to regular
attendance (C.R.S. 22-33-108).

+ If a student has too many unexcused absences,
the district (often through an attendance officer
or attorney) may, but do not have to start a

truancy process, which can involve the courts Throughout the process, parents are legally

(C.R.S. 22-33-108). Throughout this process, responsible for ensuring their child attends school,
parents remain responsible for ensuring while the district is responsible for enforcing
attendance. attendance laws and offering interventions, and the

court becomes involved only if earlier efforts do not
resolve the issue. However, schools are allowed to
charge certain fees in specific situations.

. Student Harassment, Discrimination, and Discipline

Who should I contact if | believe my student has been the victim of harassment or
discrimination at school?

If you believe your child has experienced harassment or discrimination at school, you should first report the
concern to the school principal or your district’s designated compliance officer, since school districts are
responsible for investigating and addressing these complaints under state and federal law. Colorado law (C.R.S.
22-32-109.1) requires districts to have policies on safe schools and conduct, including how to handle bullying
and harassment, while federal laws like Title IX (sex-based discrimination) and Title VI (race, color, national
origin) may also apply.

* The school or district must investigate and take appropriate action to stop the behavior and prevent it from
continuing, and they should communicate the outcome to you within the limits of student privacy laws.

« If you are not satisfied with the response, you can escalate the concern to the district level by following the
district's compliant policy (KE), the Colorado Civil Rights Division, or the U.S. Department of Education’s
Office for Civil Rights, depending on the issue.

« CDE's webpage contains more information and links to file a claim with these entities. Go to https://ed.cde.
state.co.us/mtss/preventing-harassment-discrimination-and-bullying.




Student Harassment, Discrimination, and Discipline cont.

Who can | contact if | think my student is How are student discipline determinations
being bullied? made?
Colorado law defines bullying as behavior that In Colorado, most student discipline decisions are
causes physical, emotional, or mental harm, made at the school and district level, not by the
whether in person or online, and requires districts state. State law (C.R.S. 22-33-105 and 22-33-106)
to have clear policies and procedures to address sets the basic rules, such as when suspensions or
it. If you believe your child is being bullied, start expulsions are allowed, but each local school district
by reporting the concern to your child’s teacher or adopts its own code of conduct that explains what
school principal, since the school and school district behaviors lead to discipline and what consequences
are responsible for responding, investigating, and may apply. These are often included in Student or
stopping the behavior under their required safe Family Handbooks and are in local school board
school plan (C.R.S. 22-32-109.1). If you are not policy.

satisfied with the response of the school, you may

contact the district. Typically, a school principal or administrator makes

initial discipline decisions, while more serious

If the situation involves harassment or actions involve the district and often the school
discrimination based on a protected class (such board or a hearing officer. Parents have the right to
as race, sex, or disability), you should also contact be notified of any discipline decisions and, in some
the school district's compliance officer, as districts cases, to appeal decisions. CDE does not make
must investigate promptly and provide supports individual discipline decisions but does provide
under C.R.S. 22-1-143 and applicable federal laws guidance on state and federal law.

like Title IX, Title VI, and Section 504. If the school or
district does not resolve the issue, you can escalate
concerns to the Colorado Civil Rights Division or the
U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights
if they involve harassment or discrimination or civil
rights violations.




