


Foreword
Delta County School District: A Secret No Longer

When discussing the most innovative education reforms in Colorado, I frequently
mention Delta County School District. Until now, no one in Colorado has provided
tor broad-based public consumption a description of the exciting path that Delta
County School District has embarked upon with its VISION program. This small
district is one of the "best kept secrets" of education reform in Colorado.

One of the most important things that we as a society can do to meet the important
challenges of educating our next generation is to encourage the vast creativity of our
citizenry to form solutions. Empowering individuals to reform education is para-
mount.

Reaching out to innovative non-governmental organizations and inviting them to
participate in the public education system can help provide the new ideas we need
to successfully educate all children. Through its VISION program, Delta County
School District found a way not only to partner with private schools but also to pro-
vide meaningful assistance to homeschool families, employing a wide variety of
learning models and offering more differentiated options within the public educa-
tion system.

When I first brought Delta County School District to the attention of Pam Benigno,
Director of the Education Policy Center at the Independence Institute, I was hopeful
that the organization could play a role in the dissemination of this "best practice."
After having read the publication, I am even more thrilled that this policy paper not
only accurately presents the history and current status of the choice program in
Delta County School District but also includes some thoughtful ideas for Delta and
other districts to consider for making the program even more robust.

My hope is that people across Colorado and the nation read this Issue Paper and
that more districts open up their system to these forms of public-private partner-
ships that foster the creation of innovative programs to meet the needs of all stu-
dents.

Jared Polis
Vice-Chairman
Colorado State Board of Education



Executive Summary

An innovative school district on Colorado’s
Western Slope created a system of unique edu-
cational choices to satisfy the demands of fami-
lies in its community. In fall 2000, Delta County
50 (J) School District unveiled the VISION Coali-
tion. Built on the pillars of trust and autonomy,
the program now serves nearly 15 percent of the
district public school student population.

A large and growing number of Delta students
had been pursuing home-based and private
school options outside the public education sys-
tem. While discussions about VISION were tak-
ing place in 1999, some parents were also pro-
posing a Montessori charter school. The chal-
lenging circumstances facing then-
Superintendent Laddie Livingston convinced
him “that the future of public education hinged
upon having real and meaningful choice within
public schools.”

Today the Coalition includes the “VISION
Home and Community Program” (HCP) and
three brick-and-mortar “independent cam-
puses.” All students in the VISION Coalition are
required to participate in the Colorado Student
Assessment Program (CSAP).

In order to implement VISION, the district ob-
tained 14 waivers from the Colorado State
Board of Education. The waivers give each VI-
SION school and program autonomy from local
school board policies and authority to deter-
mine the educational program, to hire teachers
who may or may not be licensed, to dismiss in-
effective teachers, and to determine salaries.

VISION HCP allows each enrolled student and
her parents to work together with a district em-
ployee to create an education program called a
“Learning Plan.” Students study at home and
with approved community members—
”Educators”—who tutor or teach classes in par-
ticular subject areas. At least 180 of the student’s

required 720 hours of learning per year must
occur outside the home with an Educator. The
school district allocates as much as $2,150 to
each full-time student for educational expenses
related to the Learning Plan, such as curricu-
lum, science class, violin lessons, or math tutor-
ing. Students enrolled in traditional public
schools or VISION brick-and-mortars may also
take advantage of classes and tutoring provided
by VISION HCP.

The three VISION brick-and-mortar schools are
not charter schools but can be described as pub-
lic “contract schools” that have an agreement
whereby the school district purchases educa-
tional services from the governing board, which
then runs the school. The schools offer diverse
programs: a middle school using Core Knowl-
edge curriculum, a former private school with
an experiential learning and arts emphasis, and
a Montessori school. The Core Knowledge
school and the former private school each re-
ceive 82.5 percent of the district’s Per Pupil Op-
erating Revenue; the Montessori school receives
95 percent.

Delta County School District leaders deserve
credit for their flexibility and willingness to
change with the demands of families in their
community, particularly because the district
voluntarily divested itself of some power by
requesting waivers from state law for the VI-
SION schools and programs to operate autono-
mously.

VISION HCP levels the financial playing field
for parents and gives students a greater oppor-
tunity for enhanced education. Without school
district funds, some parents of VISION HCP
and traditional public school students would
have lacked the resources to pay for high-
quality materials, tutors, or special classes.

Delta County School District and the families
that have enrolled in VISION HCP, many of
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whom are former homeschoolers, benefit from
the spirit of collaboration and respect that helped
shape the program. While some school districts
have a strained relationship with homeschooling
families, Delta County School District chose to
partner with them.

The district also seized the opportunity to partner
with private schools. The experiential learning
program was originally operated by a private
school. The program now exists as a public school
and the staff utilizes the former private school’s
nonprofit status exclusively for fundraising pur-
poses. A private school in Colorado can serve
public school students but remain a private inde-
pendent contractor. A north Denver private
school has proven this through its contract with
Denver Public Schools. The private school serves
public school students and operates as a public
school but legally is an independent contractor.

Such differences in contracts exist because dis-
tricts have leverage to shape contracts. Unlike
when they are in negotiations with charter
schools, districts can stop talks at any time with
no appeals process for the contract schools. Delta
County School District retains for itself more per
pupil funding for two of the VISION schools than
if they were charter schools. The arrangement
benefits the district but financially burdens the
schools. Additionally, the schools cannot access
many public and private grants available to char-
ter schools, making fundraising more difficult.
The school district currently has a moratorium on
any new schools joining VISION, which clashes
with the innovative spirit that started the pro-
gram.

All VISION Coalition CSAP results are compiled
into a single State Accountability Report (SAR).
Yet each brick-and-mortar school has a unique
philosophy, and every student enrolled in VI-
SION HCP is enrolled in a one-of-a-kind school.
Combining all the scores into one SAR defeats the
purpose of the SAR, which is to hold a school ac-
countable for its program.

The following recommendations would advance
the spirit that gave birth to the VISION Coalition:

e Delta County School District officials and
the Colorado Department of Education
should stop combining VISION Coalition
CSAP scores into the same State Account-
ability Report and only create a SAR for
each VISION brick-and-mortar school.

e Delta County School District should lift
the moratorium on new VISION schools
while establishing policies to approve
only new schools that will provide a
quality education.

e Colorado public school districts should
not abandon chartering schools in favor
of contracting with schools. Some schools
are better suited to be contract schools
while others should be charters. School
districts should recognize the difference
and seek to do what is best for the sus-
tainability of the school.

e Colorado public school districts should
explore contracting with private schools
to provide more educational choice.
However, the schools should remain in-
dependent contractors and not abandon
their private school status.

e  Colorado public school districts should
consider implementing the Home and
Community Program in their own dis-
tricts.

e Nonprofit organizations and the federal
government should seek to find and fund
unique programs like VISION.

The multi-faceted VISION Coalition demonstrates
how a school district can identify needs in the
community and partner with its citizens who, for
various reasons, decide not to enroll their chil-
dren in traditional public schools. All school dis-
tricts should follow Delta County School Dis-
trict’s lead in moving beyond the status quo and
developing innovative programs that satisfy the
educational needs of students in their communi-
ties.
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VISION Coalition Background

A conversation five years ago between two men
led rural Colorado Delta County 50 (J) School Dis-
trict to heed the demands of families by building

a structure of educational innovations on the pil-

lars of trust and autonomy. The resulting system,
called the VISION Coalition, has transformed the
delivery of public education so as to allow local

families more educational choices using public

dollars.

Delta County School District is tucked away

among the hills, orchards, farms, and coal mines

of Colorado’s Western Slope. Delta County is

home to more than 29,000 people with about

8,000 residing in Delta, its largest city and county
seat.! In 2004-2005, the district serves 5,194 public
school students in Delta County. Fourteen tradi-

tional K-12 schools and one alternative school
serve 4,444 students. The VISION Coalition, com-
prised of six unique public entities, provides

schooling options to 750 students, almost 15 per-

cent of the public school student population.2

The VISION Coalition was conceived in 1999 dur-
ing a discussion between Dev Carey, an educator

...the VISION
Coalition has
transformed
the delivery of
public educa-
tion to allow
local families
more educa-
tional choices
using public
dollars.

who worked with local youth, and
then-Delta County School District Su-
perintendent Laddie Livingston. A
large and growing number of Delta stu-
dents were pursuing home-based or
private school options outside the pub-
lic education system. At the same time,
some parents had also proposed a Mon-
tessori charter school.? According to the
VISION Home and Community Program
Policy Handbook, the challenging cir-
cumstances facing Livingston con-
vinced him “that the future of public

education hinged upon having real and meaning-

ful choice within public schools.”*

Livingston’s emphasis on meeting the needs of

students within the public school system led the

district to offer the same alternatives that had

been drawing students away from the public

schools. The Delta County Board of Education
gave its official and unanimous support to VI-
SION on January 29, 2000, and the program be-

gan that fall.5

Though the initial composition of the VISION
Coalition has changed, there are currently three

brick-and-mortar “independent campuses” and
three branches of the “VISION Home and Com-

munity Program” (HCP) that operate
within the VISION Coalition. VISION
HCP and each of the brick-and-mortar
schools maintain a contract with the
school district.6 These are not charter
schools, but autonomous public school
programs.

Any student who resides in the district
may enroll in a VISION program, pro-
vided space is available. There are no
enrollment restrictions for students who
formerly attended private schools or
who were homeschooled.

Trust is the foundation of VISION, ac-
cording to former Superintendent

Livingston’s
emphasis on
meeting the
needs of stu-
dents within
the public
school system
led the district
to offer the
same alterna-
tives that
were drawing
students away
from the pub-
lic schools.

Livingston.” VISION's brick-and-mortar and HCP
sites run highly autonomous programs that re-

quire trust and integrity among the participants.

The school district maintains oversight of the en-
tire VISION Coalition through meetings of the
VISION Representative Board. The Board is com-
prised of representatives from each VISION en-

tity and the district. Board meetings allow for

open discussion between the school district and

VISION members to discuss contract adherence,

pupil count, funding, and other issues of mutual

interest.8 By all accounts, the district has a posi-

tive relationship with each of the VISION entities.

All students in the VISION Coalition are required
to participate in the Colorado Student Assess-
ment Program (CSAP). The “VISION School”
State Accountability Report (SAR) contains the
combined CSAP results of students enrolled in
both the brick-and-mortar and home and commu-
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nity elements of the VISION Coalition.? VISION
School’s SARs for the 2003-2004 school year are as
follows: grades one through six, “Low”; grades

seven through eight, “Average”; grades nine

through 12, “Average.” The ratings are somewhat

...the waivers

below those received by other district

Simply put, the waivers give each VISION school
and program the authority to determine its edu-
cational program, hire personnel who may or
may not be licensed, dismiss ineffective teachers,
and determine salaries. Several unique aspects of
VISION HCP particularly rely on the waivers.

give each VI- schools: The six other elementary With the guidance of a district employee, fami-
SION school schools in Delta County are rated as lies—not school boards—determine the contents
and program “Average.” Four middle schools are of each student’s educational program. In addi-
Z)ze dlzgfn(::;iy rated “Average,” and one is rated tion, VISION HCP has no need to employ princi-
its educa- “High.” Two Delta County high pals.

tional pro- schools are rated “Average,” and the

gram, hire per-  other two are rated “High.”10 Accord- The Colorado Department of Education is cur-
sonnel who ing to Anjula Jalan, director of North rently conducting an evaluation of VISION and
matyborl’."“?/ Fork VISION Home and Community plans to submit a report to the State Board prior
not be li-

censed, dis-

Program, the school district is work-

to the expiration of the waivers in June 2007.13

ing with the VISION Coalition to in-

miss ineffec- .
crease student achievement.!!

tive teachers,
and determine
salaries.

VISION Home and Community

Program

The VISION Home and Community Program
(HCP) allows students to study at home and in
the community with the aid and resources of the
school district. Students who enroll in the pro-
gram are public school students, though some

VISION operates as a pilot program
with permission from the Colorado
State Board of Education. On May 11, 2000, the
State Board unanimously approved 14 waivers
from state law for the VISION Coalition, includ-

ing exemptions from the following requirements: students spend a majority of their learning hours

at home and others may be educated

e Licensed principals and administrators to almost exclusively in the community. Ehe VISI;)N
conduct written performance evaluations Because the program bears some re- C;)Z:;lﬁZity
of licensed personnel; semblance to homeschooling, building Program

¢ Thelocal board of education to establish trust among the homeschool commu- (HCP) allows
policies regarding competitive bidding nity was vital to the acceptance and students to
for goods and services, to employ and set growth of the program. In the begin- stud]/ at home
compensation of education personnel, ning, families who were not part of the and in thf;
and to determine the educational pro- public school system were skeptical of iggﬂ;ﬁla}{d
gram and textbooks to be used; the school district and of VISION. ] RS

* Thelocal board of education to employ Some homeschool families were con- of the school
licensed principals; cerned that the program would district.

e DPrincipals to perform particular adminis- threaten their freedom from govern-

trative responsibilities; ment regulation. However, over the past five
years the VISION concept has gained acceptance
and broad support within the Delta County

homeschool community.!* Since 1999, the year

e Administrators to abide by teacher licen-
sure requirements and to adhere to
grounds and procedures for dismissal;

e The local board of education to adopt before the program began, homeschooling

(independent of VISION HCP) in Delta County

has steadily declined from 155 to 52 students in

district salary schedules and each teacher
in the district to be compensated accord-
ing to the schedules.2
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2003.15 VISION HCP began operating out of one
office in 2000; two more branch locations have
since opened. Participation in VISION HCP has
increased from 133 students in its first year to 629
students (12 percent of the district’s public school
population) in 2004-2005.16

All VISION HCP decisions are made by consen-
sus, which provides the foundation for the fulfill-
ment of the mission statement: “The VISION
Home and Community Program promotes mean-
ingful choice and diverse opportunity within
public education by supporting the development
of the optimal learning environment for each
learner and the optimal teaching environment for
each teacher.” The best way to create that envi-
ronment, VISION HCP founders determined, was
to seek the consent and support of the

by the district and is the liaison between the
Learner, parents, and HCP staff.2!

Integrity in relationships is vital to the success of
the Learner and the program. That is why an
“Advocate” works with each new VISION HCP
student to match her with an RC with whom she
is compatible and who is suited to help meet her
needs. (Parents may not be RCs for their own
children.)?

The VISION Home and Community Program Policy
Handbook suggests that the Director of each HCP
branch office engage in RC duties to help the Di-
rector “keep children and families foremost and
see firsthand the implications of policy deci-
sions.”?> About 50 RCs maintain one-year con-
tracts with VISION and the school district.2*

VISION HCP
students are
known as
“Learners”
and are con-
sidered public
school stu-
dents who are
required to
participate in
the Colorado
Student As-
sessment Pro-
gram (CSAP).

people involved, which requires rela-
tionships built on trust and integrity.!”

VISION HCP operates branches out of
physical buildings located in Delta,
Paonia (also known as North Fork
HCP), and Cedaredge (also known as
Surface Creek HCP).18 Each branch con-
trols its own budget and is independ-
ently operated by a “Director” and
other on-site staff. However, the entire
program is under the leadership and
oversight of the Board of Stewards.

Also vital to VISION HCP are “Educators:” ap-
proved Delta County community members who

teach, tutor, mentor, or monitor a student in one

or more subject areas.?

The RC helps the student develop a

“Learning Plan” which details activities
and subject matter the student will pur-
sue, the Educators who will be engaged,

and the costs involved. At least 180 of the

student’s required 720 hours of learning
per year must occur with an Educator

At least 180 of
the student’s
required 720
hours of learn-
ing per year
must occur
with an Edu-
cator outside
of the home.

Board members focus on “the big pic-
ture” as they carry out their responsibilities,
which include: identifying long-term goals and
priorities, reviewing budgets, hiring and evaluat-
ing program Directors, mediating problems, and
advocating for the program.1?

VISION HCP students are known as “Learners”
and are considered public school students who
are required to participate in the Colorado Stu-
dent Assessment Program (CSAP).20 Learners
may be admitted to the program if they are resi-
dents within the school district, submit an appli-
cation, and finalize an agreement with a
“Resource Consultant” (RC). The RC is employed

outside of the home.?¢ The RC, as a repre-
sentative of the school district, must approve each
component of the Learning Plan.?”

Development of the Learning Plan is based on
criteria intended to help students set goals for the
year:

1. Current status, or where the Learner is
educationally;

2. Goals, or where the Learner wants to go;

3. Strategies, or how the Learner is going to
get there.28
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The Learning Plan and curriculum are devel-
oped according to the goals, interests, and
values of the Learner and her family. Because
of a Delta County School Board Resolution
passed for the operation of VISION HCP and
waivers from state law, students are allowed
the freedom to choose curriculum based on
their individual needs.?

For the 2004-2005 school year, each VISION HCP
office receives approximately $4,785 for each stu-
dent enrolled full-time at its VISION HCP site
(which is about 82.5 percent of the district’s
$5,800 Per Pupil Operating Revenue).30

In 2004-2005, The HCP office keeps more than half of
each full-time e funding to pay program expenses.
Learner in the

program may
use as much as
$2,150 for edu-
cational ex-

penses...

In 2004-2005, each full-time Learner in
the program may use as much as $2,150
for educational expenses (each part-
time student receives as much as
$1,075). Families have more than one
option for how they request and receive funding.
Parents can be reimbursed for expenses already
incurred or, if the expense is for an Educator’s
services, families may opt to pay the Educator
directly from the Learner’s funds through a check
from the school district office. Low-income fami-
lies that do not have the funds to pay for educa-
tional materials out-of-pocket can request funds
up front, receiving a check from the district to
purchase the needed items. In all cases, families
must supply proper receipts to their RC for edu-
cational expenses paid with VISION HCP funds.3!

Families may use VISION HCP funds for a wide
variety of purposes so long as the expenditure
relates to the student’s Learning Plan. The official
policy states:

VISION HCP honors the freedom of
Learners, parents and Resource Consult-
ants to choose by consensus a Learning
Plan that addresses a Learner’s physical,
emotional, mental, social and/or spiritual
development. VISION HCP will fund and

count as learning hours those instruc-

tional materials and activities that

are compatible with the Learning Plan
and not explicitly prohibited by law.32

For instance, families could use their funds to
purchase a Saxon math textbook or pay fees for
an art class but could not purchase a gun for a
firearms safety training class or materials for reli-
gious training.

Unused funds remaining from the maximum al-
lotment of $2,150 (or $1,075) are kept by the HCP
branch office. The Learner may allocate her re-
maining funds to special areas of HCP such as the
Library Fund or the Education Fund; if left un-
designated, the monies are put into the HCP gen-
eral fund.®

Several documents support the Learning Plan.
The “Learner Schedule” states the anticipated
learning hours per subject each semester. The
“Learner Update” summarizes the accomplish-
ment of activities that were laid out in the Learner

Schedule. The Learning Plan is reexam-
An Educator

must oversee
each subject
area in the
Learning Plan.

ined at least every six months through a
“Learning Plan Reflection.” The Reflec-
tion is a means through which the stu-
dent, parents, and RC examine the past
semester to determine what went well
and what needs to change.? The Learner is re-
quired to submit to the VISION HCP office the
Learner Schedule, Learning Updates, and Learn-
ing Plan Reflections, along with Attendance Re-
cords and a Transcript.3

An Educator must oversee each subject area in
the Learning Plan. A parent may be her child’s
Educator for any subject.3¢ In order to ensure stu-
dent safety, Educators (including parents only if
they are also Educators of other people’s chil-
dren) must pass a background check before par-
ticipating in the program.” Each HCP branch has
its own list of Educators; for instance, in Delta
HCP, Educators teach, tutor, or guide students in
the following subjects:38
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e Artsand Crafts

e English

e Field Trips

e Foreign Languages

Accountability is an important part of VISION
HCP. Student progress is measured through the
“Accountability and Evaluation Process.” This
process establishes goals and objectives, then de-
e History fines the process to achieve them, and finally
evaluates and documents how well the goals and
objectives are achieved. The VISION Home and

Community Policy Handbook states, “The

e Home Economics
¢ Horsemanship
e Life Skills

Math entire process, i.e. viewing options, Accountabil-

° at . S . . ity is an im-
. communicating, being in relationships,

e Music i ) 1 luati portant part
. . setting clear goals, evaluating progress,

e Physical Fitness e & v 16 Prog of VISION

establishing alternatives, and reaching HCP. Student

e Science . ) :
consensus agreement, is foundational to  progress is
this program and at the core of VISION  measured

A student who wishes to pursue a course of study prog ee throueh th
. . HCP accountability.”42 HOHEE Uik
not offered by Educators need only find a quali- “Accountabil-
fi illi h h i
A student who ted person willing to teach her anfi o HCP uses many forms of assessment to ity and .
) follow HCP procedures for becoming ) . Evaluation
wishes to pur- track student progress including: Process.?

sue a course of
study not of-
fered by Edu-
cators need
only find a
qualified per-
son willing to
teach her and
to follow HCP
procedures for
becoming an
Educator.

an Educator. One student in Delta in-
terested in becoming a pilot talked with
his parents and his RC about incorpo-
rating flying lessons into his Learning
Plan. They agreed, and he found a
flight instructor who became one of his
Educators.®

Middle and high school VISION HCP
Learners may also take classes at a tra-
ditional public school. Sports and extra-
curricular activities are free, while aca-

demic classes are available for $200 per semester
per course (to be paid from the student’s HCP
funds). Students who take five or more classes in
a semester are counted as students of the tradi-
tional public school, not of the VISION School.40

Each HCP location maintains a physical building

housing student records, resource libraries, and

classrooms that Educators can use to teach classes

or give presentations, or that RCs can use to meet
with families. Delta HCP has saved some of its

unused funds to purchase land on which it will
build a new facility suited to the specific needs of
its program.41

e DPortfolios;

e Quarterly updates and Learning Plan
Reflections;

¢ Yearly determination of basic skill levels
(the CSAP is one of many means of meas-
urement);

¢  Quality of the relationship and conversa-
tion among the participants of the pro-
gram.%3

At the heart of VISION HCP’s Evaluation and
Accountability Process is its trust in the Learners
and their parents; if families know where the
Learners are educationally and have options for
the future and a clear and attainable path for
achieving their goals, the Learners will “naturally
learn and live to the fullest of their capacities.”4

VISION Brick-and-Mortar Schools

The VISION Coalition brick-and-mortar schools
were initially composed of a Montessori school
and two existing private schools that joined the
VISION Coalition. Since that time, both former
private schools have closed. Two new schools
joined the program in 2002.45
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The current three VISION brick-and-mortar
schools operate as independent public schools,
each having its own governing board and its own
five-year contract with the school district. Each
governing board has control over the school
budget and the power to make decisions about
the school’s educational program, hiring and fir-
ing of teachers and other staff, and salary rates.

To attend these schools, students must live within
district boundaries and there must be space avail-
able in the program. The public school bus system
is available to VISION students, but the buses
only transport students to traditional public
school sites.4

The Delta Academy of Applied Learning is lo-

cated in the city of Delta. Students attending the

school may ride the district bus to Delta Middle
School, four blocks away. In 2004-2005,

Students work  its third year of operation, Delta Acad-

at their own emy serves 24 students in grades six
level using through eight.#” The school is required
Core Knowl- ..

. to have a minimum of 15 students who
edge curricu- .
lum supple- are committed to attend the school on a
verad] aeioh regular basis.#
Saxon Mathe-
matics. The school’s founders initially created

it to meet the needs of middle school
students who once were enrolled in VISION HCP
but whose parents no longer had the time to
school the students at home. However, the school
now also serves students who have never been
involved in VISION HCP. Students work at their
own level using Core Knowledge curriculum sup-
plemented with Saxon Mathematics. Each student
follows a Learning Plan to guide his studies.®

Housed in a former Catholic school, Delta Acad-
emy pays rent to the Catholic Church across the
street. The school receives 82.5 percent of the dis-
trict’s Per Pupil Operating Revenue (PPOR) for
each full-time student.5° The school purchases
special education services from the district when
necessary.5!

Twenty-three miles east of Delta, located in
Hotchkiss, is North Fork Community Montessori
School (NFCMS). About one-fourth of the stu-
dents take the district school bus which stops in
front of the school on its way up the driveway to
Hotchkiss High School. The NFCMS is in its fifth
year of operation and serves students in kinder-
garten through sixth grade. Preschool students
also attend the school, but payment of tuition is
required. Each grade level is capped at approxi-
mately eight students, with as many as 24 stu-
dents learning together in multi-age classrooms.>2
In 2004-2005, 55 students attend kindergarten
through sixth grade and 16 attend preschool.5

Though students have daily and weekly goal
plans, the school does not incorporate an HCP-
style Learning Plan nor employ a Resource Con-
sultant. All teachers are Montessori-certified, and
the school strives to meet and exceed Colorado
state academic standards.>*

The founders of the Montessori school originally

sought a charter but worked with the district to

become a part of the VISION Coalition

in 2000—enticed in part by the district’'s  The founders
offer to loan money to NFCMS to build ~ of the Montes-

a new facility designed for the Montes-  S07i school
originally
sought a char-
ter but worked

sori program. The school is on a 19-year
plan to reimburse the school district for

the building.5 T8 s
trict to be-
NFCMS receives 95 percent of the dis- come a part of

trict’s PPOR for each student enrolled in  the VISION
Coalition in

kindergarten through sixth grade but
2000...

buys back special education services

from the district. After building and

special education expenses are paid to the district,
NFCMS retains about 82.5 percent of the district’s
PPOR.5

Lamborn Valley VISION School is located 12
miles northeast of Hotchkiss on the outskirts of
Paonia and is a little more than a mile from the
nearest traditional public school and bus stop.
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The school

The school originated from the independent non-
public Lamborn Valley School that opened in
1974.57

When the VISION Coalition formed in 2000, Lam-
born Valley School participated in VISION HCP,
providing classes and tutoring to HCP students.
In 2002, the program opened as the public Lam-
born Valley VISION School.>

The original “Lamborn Valley School” no longer
enrolls students but still exists as a nonprofit en-
tity that receives tax-deductible donations to help
with operating expenses of the public Lamborn
Valley VISION School. The K-12 school is housed
on a 120-acre organic farm that also operates a
health food store and restaurant.

Students attending Lamborn Valley VISION
School choose from a variety of academic and
experiential courses. The school offers a rich pro-
gram in the arts and the opportunity to learn
work skills at the store, restaurant, and farm. The
school employs a Resource Consultant
who advises students in the develop-

Traditional Students Benefit from
VISION

Students enrolled in a Delta County traditional
public school may also take advantage of classes
and tutoring provided by VISION HCP Educators
(elementary school students enrolled in tradi-
tional public schools cannot take part in HCP).
Middle and high school students, enrolled in no
more than six or five classes respectively, have
access to as much as $500 for use in HCP learning
options outside of the traditional public school.
Middle and high school students, enrolled in no
more than seven or six classes respectively, have
access to as much as $250. A student interested in
this option must first talk with the district Re-
source Consultant to create a Learning Plan.¢3

Discussion

The VISION Coalition provides Delta County
parents of all income levels a variety of educa-
tional programs, philosophies, and environments
from which to choose. Delta County School Dis-
trict leaders deserve credit for their flexibility and
willingness to change with the demands of fami-
lies in their community. The district in-

offers a rich
program in the
arts and the
opportunity to
learn work
skills at the
store, restau-
rant, and
farm.

at the school and allows its students to take
classes from HCP Educators in the community
during the school day.

ment of individual Learning Plans.? In
2004-2005 the school enrolls 26 stu-
dents, exceeding the contractual re-
quirement that at least 15 students
commit to attend the school on a regu-
lar basis.60

The school still welcomes HCP stu-
dents who want to take classes offered

vited its community members to ac-

Students en-

tively participate in the creation and rolled in a
implementation of the VISION Coali- ~ Delta County
tion. In the process, the district regained tmdt.ttonul
local community trust and support public school
ocal community pport. may also take
advantage of
The district also chose to divest itself of classes and
some power by seeking waivers from tutoring pro-
state law to give VISION schools and vided by VI-
HCP freedom from local school board SION HCP
Educators...

decisions. The State Board of Education
granted the waivers to the district and
the VISION Coalition, giving the brick-and-

Lamborn Valley VISION School rents its class-
room space from the farm via the nonprofit Lam-
born Valley School. The facility includes a re-
cently renovated auditorium for performances.
The school receives 82.5 percent of the district’s
PPOR to educate each full-time student.t! The
school purchases special education services from
the district when necessary.62

mortar schools and the VISION Home and Com-
munity Program (HCP) governing boards auton-
omy to do the following:

e Make decisions about educational pro-
grams and their implementation;
e Control the school or program budget;
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e Hire teachers who may be qualified but
do not have a state teaching license (for
example, teachers at North Fork Commu-
nity Montessori School who are not li-
censed but who are Montessori certified);

o Fire ineffective teachers.

VISION HCP is a unique program within Colo-
rado and possibly the nation that offers students
the choice to learn at home and in the community
with public funds. Some school districts have
strained relationships with homeschoolers, while
other districts and schools in Colorado offer part-
time classroom instruction and/or loaned materi-
als to homeschool students enrolled in their pro-
grams.®* Based on the number of hours spent in
classroom instruction, these programs receive a
portion of the Per Pupil Operating Revenue
(PPOR) for each enrolled student, but

Rather than they are not considered public school
standing at students.

odds with

families who

o —1 VISION HCP attracts many

the school dis- homeschooling families. However, not

trict commu- all families who homeschool in Delta

nicates respect  County enroll their children in the pro-

for fi am'ilies’ gram, nor should they be required to
edu'ca.twnal do so. By enrolling in VISION HCP,
decisions by .

being willing students become public school students
to partuer with requirements such as taking the
with them. CSAP and learning from Educators out-

side the home. But families who do par-
ticipate have a working partnership with the
school district, from which both the district and
the families benefit.

One advantage is the spirit of collaboration and
respect that helped shape the program. Rather
than standing at odds with families who
homeschool, the school district communicates
respect for families” educational decisions by be-
ing willing to partner with them. Parents in turn
have placed their trust in the district, as evi-
denced by the hundreds of students who have
enrolled in VISION HCP.

The allocation of funds to traditional school stu-
dents to attend VISION HCP classes taught by
community Educators, while a small component
of VISION, is unique among school districts. Tra-
ditional school students benefit from the arrange-
ment by having access to tutoring in

core subjects and extracurricular activi- ~.the district
ties that many low-to-middle income uses revenie
families could not normally afford. ]Z’o.m HCP and
rick-and-
mortar VI-
The VISION brick-and-mortar school SION schools
contracts allow the district to retain in part to pro-
more funding than if the schools were vide extra
charter schools; state charter school law ~ compensation
allows school districts to keep a maxi- J; Z[rbtlzzligzz;l?l
mum of 5 percent of the PPOR and re- teachers.

quires documentation of expenditures

charged to the charter school. The district can
control much of the content of the non-charter
contracts because, unlike in contract negotiations
with charter schools, the district can stop negotia-
tions at any time with no appeals process for the
contract school. Delta County School District
benefits from its arrangement with VISION
schools because the district is free to determine
how much PPOR it keeps—currently 5 to 17.5
percent. According to former Superintendent
Laddie Livingston, the district uses revenue from
HCP and brick-and-mortar VISION schools in
part to provide extra compensation for traditional
public school teachers. The school district cur-
rently has a moratorium on any new schools join-
ing VISION, which clashes with the innovative
spirit that started the program.

What is beneficial to a school district can be detri-
mental to a school. By joining VISION instead of
becoming a charter school, North Fork Commu-
nity Montessori School lost the opportunity to
apply for public and private grants that are avail-
able to charter schools. However, the district did
build the school a facility designed for a Montes-
sori program. Lamborn Valley VISION School
Board Member Lu Vorys stated, and other pro-
gram directors agreed, that being a part of this
unique program makes raising funds harder be-
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cause so many funders focus on providing assis-
tance to charter schools.5

Delta County School District seized the opportu-
nity to form partnerships with private schools.
Lamborn Valley VISION School serves public
school students and is legally a public school. The
staff utilizes the nonprofit, private Lamborn Val-
ley School exclusively for fundraising purposes.

ticable. Delta County School District must ensure
that VISION HCP is held accountable and that
students’ needs are met through the program.

Recommendations
o Delta County School District officials and
the Colorado Department of Education
should stop combining VISION Coalition
CSAP scores into the same State Account-

However, a private school in Colorado can serve ability Report and only create a SAR for

each VISION brick-and-mortar school.
Delta County School District should lift
the moratorium on new VISION schools

public school students and remain a private inde-
pendent contractor. Denver Public Schools (DPS) N
has proven this in its partnership with Escuela

Tlatelolco Centro de Estudios, a north Denver and establish policies to approve only

private school. According to the contract between new schools that are likely to provide a

Escuela Tlatelolco and DPS, the school operates quality education.

“in all respects as a nonreligious, nonsectarian, e Colorado public school districts should

non-homebased public school,” but is also “an not abandon chartering schools

independent contractor and neither it nor any of Combining all

in favor of contracting with

its employees or agents is an employee of schools. Some schools are better ~ VISION Coa-
” 111 AP
[DPS].”66 suited to be contract schools lition (;S
scores into one
o » while others should be charters.  g1;z0 Ac-
.Combmmg all VISION C.o.aht1on CSAP scores School districts should recog- countability
into one State Accountability Report (SAR) de- nize the difference and seek to Report (SAR)
feats the purpose of the SAR, which is to hold a do what is best for the sustain- defeats the
school accountable for its program. DPS has cre- ability of the school. purpose of the
ated three small schools within Manual High. e Colorado public school districts SAR, which is
Each school has a unique program, its should explore contracting with to hold a
Delta Count nei : p & school ac-
Y own principal—and its own SAR . .
School Dis- ) : private schools to provide more  countable for
trict seized the Each VISION brick-and-mortar school educational choice. However, its program.
; likewise has a unique educational L
opportunity to the schools should remain inde-
form partner- program. If reported separately, the pendent contractors and not abandon
ships with Delta County School District brick- their private school status.
P r;ilvul;e and-mortar schools would not be able e Colorado public school districts should
schools.

to report their scores to the public consider implementing the Home and

because, due to privacy concerns, any Community Program in their own dis-

given grade level must have at least 16 students .
tricts.

testing to report results to the public. None of the e  Nonprofit organizations and the federal

brick-and-mortar schools have 16 students per government should seek to find and fund

grade level, nor do they currently have the physi- unique programs like VISION.
cal space to expand enrollment. However, many

small rural schools face similar class sizes but The multi-faceted VISION Coalition demonstrates

have their own SAR with no rating. Every student how a school district can identify needs in the

enrolled in VISION HCP is enrolled in a one-of-a-

) o ) ) community and partner with its citizens who, for
kind school within a home, which makes holding

. various reasons, decide not to enroll their chil-
each program accountable through a SAR imprac-
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dren in traditional public schools. Some Colorado
school districts are experiencing declining enroll-
ment. Many districts also have long waiting lists
for options such as charter schools. All school
districts should follow Delta County School Dis-
trict’s lead in moving beyond the status quo and
developing innovative programs that satisfy the
educational needs of students in their communi-
ties.
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