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School Finance in Colorado 
 

1. School Finance Act of 1994 
a. Goals set forth by the legislature 

i. Create a foundation formula funding system 
ii. Differentiate funding between districts based on district size, cost of living, 

personnel adjustments, and at-risk (defined by free-lunch) 
iii. Wanted local and state contribution of revenue – wanted a 50% split between 

state and local 
iv. Wanted districts to levy 40 mills and then the state would equalize the 

difference – by backfilling the state portion – so all districts began with the same 
“base” funding before any adjustment. 

v. Additional state dollars would be allocated outside the formula – called 
Categoricals – which went toward special education, non-English learners, gifted 
and talented, career and technical and transportation. 

vi. Local school districts had a 10% override limit 
b. What did the system fund? 

i. Education in 1994 was at the beginning of implementing standards, there were 
no state-wide assessments, no statewide accountability systems, no statewide 
teacher evaluation programs.  The use of technology was taking key boarding in 
high school, but not used for instruction, assessments or record keeping. The Bell 
curve model was accepted – knowing that some students would not succeed.  
Measuring annual student progress and identifying state wide gaps in 
achievement was not in place. 

 
2. Where are we today in meeting the 1994 School Finance Goals? 

a. We still have a foundation formula – the negative factor has eroded the base. 
b. The adjustments or differentiation has been minimized due to the negative factor. 
c. The state now contributes 62% of funding and locals 38% 
d. The mill levies range from 2 to 27 – creating large inequities 
e. Categoricals are still being funded though have not been adjusted for current actual 

costs. 
f. School districts today have a 25% override for larger districts and 30% for small, in 

addition to an operating override, a kindergarten override, a transportation override 
and a technology override.  Creating large inequities between districts. 
 

3. Today’s education system 
a. All students are to be proficient and graduate ready for college and career.  
b. Statewide standards, assessments, accountability and accreditation system, 

graduation guidelines, third grade literacy requirements, teacher evaluation systems 
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Colorado’s PK-12 Students in 2017-18 

 

1. Over 900,000 students in 2017-18. An increase of almost 100,000 
students since 2007.  

 

2. 380,000 of our 900,000 students qualify for free or reduced lunch 
(proxy for poverty) or 42% students of students.  Free and Reduced 
Lunch students are the fastest growing population in Colorado. 

 

3. Colorado serves over 126,000 students whose primary language is 
not English, approximately 14% of total students. Over 235 different 
languages. 

 
4. Students receiving special education services increased about 

10,600 students between 2011-12 and 2016-17.  Approximately 11% 
of Colorado’s funded pupil count were identified. 

5. Colorado’s gifted education population decreased this year by about 
3,000 students to about 66,000 students   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: CDE 
CSFP State Profile Report – January 2019 for 2016-18 audited data 
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Colorado’s School Districts 
 

Colorado is home to 178 school districts and the Charter School Institute 
 

School Districts in Colorado – where do our students live and learn? 
1. Colorado’s Rural School District definition 

a. Consideration of the size of the district 
b. Distance from nearest large urban/urbanized area 
c. Student enrollment of less than 6,500 students 

2. Small Rural and Rural school districts 
a. Small rural – less than 1,000 students 

i. 108 school districts serving about 36,300 students 
b. Rural – between 1,001 and 6,500 students 

i. 39 school districts serving about 96,000 students 
3. Larger school districts 

a. Over 6,501 students (that don’t meet the urban/urbanized requirements listed in 
1 above. 

b. 31 school districts serving about 741,000 students 
 
School Districts and Colorado’s Counties 

1. Colorado counties range in size from 149 to 4,722 square miles. 
2. Most school districts are in one county, some are in two to three counties. 
3. 20 counties: 1 district  
4. Arapahoe County: 7 school districts, 803 sq. mi. 
5. Adams County: 7 districts, 1,191 sq. mi. 
6. El Paso County: 15 school districts, 2,126 sq. mi. 
7. Weld County: 12 school districts, 3,992 sq. mi. 

 

Total Program Mills range from 1.680 mills to 27.0 mills. 
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Budget Stabilization Factor
The Budget Stabilization (Negative) Factor is a mechanism added to the School Finance Act by 
the Colorado legislature to help balance the State's budget during the Great Recession.  The Factor 
reduces the amount of total program funding to Colorado's 178 school districts.

Data: CO Legislative Council
Chart: Colorado School Finance Project
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School Finance Principles 

 
What is a School Finance System? 

 
Principles for a school finance system focus on academic expectations set forth 
in statute, the constitution and revenue distribution.  
  

1. A system must be "adequate" which is defined by the constitutional 
language and state statute expectations.  This is inclusive of 
“Thorough and Uniform” and the “Local Control clause”.   

2. A system must be "equitable" which is defined by student equity and 
tax payer equity.   

3. A system must be "sustainable" which is defined by consistent and 
reliable revenue.    

4. And it must be "adaptable" which is defined by adjusting to new 
statutes and expectations.   

 
A School Finance System is a defined set of formulas (equations) that create a 
funding system that is adequate, equitable, sustainable and adaptable.   
 
School Finance Systems begin with a "base" amount. The "base" is what every 
district needs for a student with no special needs to meet the constitutional 
provisions and the statutes.   
 
Adjustments can be made off of the “base” amount.  Adjustments/factors/weights 
are all items that vary by district and are differentiated from the “base” amount.   
Included in these adjustments are district and student characteristics.   
 
 
 
 

COLORADO SCHOOL FINANCE PROJECT

Support Children - Support The Future

January 2019             1547 Gaylord Street   |   Denver,  CO   80206            Page 13
303-860-9136   |   @COSFP    |    cosfp.org



  

 1547 Gaylord Street   |   Denver, CO  80206-1324 Page 1 of 1 
 303-860-9136   |   @COSFP   |   www.cosfp.org 

School Finance Principles / Tax Policy Principles 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Adaptable 
Changes over time 

Adequate 
Enough resources to accomplish goals 

Equitable 
Distributed to meet student and district characteristics 

Sustainable 
Can be reliable Balance 

COLORADO SCHOOL FINANCE PROJECT

Support Children - Support The Future
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Why Resources Matter to Districts 

 
1. Time as a variable – to better serve students 
2. Need updated materials to meet the revised standards 
3. Manageable class sizes to accommodate differentiation and high quality 

instruction 
4. An array of program offerings to help students be successful and to 

explore interests and passions 
5. Improving teacher recruitment and retention. 
6. State of the art facilities – reflecting today’s  work environment 
7. Adequate revenue to offer a high quality education for all Colorado 

students – the economic future of the state 
8. Other states are making investments in education – realizing that high 

quality Pre – School, all day Kindergarten, high quality interventions, and 
after school programs make a difference 

9. Colorado was once a leader in education – in the 1970’s and early 1980’s 
10. Schools look different today than they did 10, 20, 30 years ago 
11. Expectations are that every child be successful, not just some – great 

goal, big challenge, a new norm from the past. 
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COLORADO SCHOOL FINANCE PROJECT

Support Children - Support The Future


