
A quarter of the city’s school-age children don’t attend Denver Public Schools. Among Anglos, a

quarter go to private schools.n In some southwest Denver neighborhoods, half the kids go to sub-
urban districts.n Enrollment at independent charters has skyrocketed 300 percent in six years.
n These are the stark findings of the first study of the impact of school choice on DPS, by the
Rocky Mountain News and the nonprofit Piton Foundation, with cooperation from DPS.n The district
is urgently working on reform, hoping to attract more students.n Can it improve fast enough?

SEVEN-DAY SPECIAL REPORT BEGINS ON NEWS 22

The Rocky in Iowa: Republican field gives chase to ‘Rudy McRomney.’ NEWS 4

JUDY DEHAAS/ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS

Henry Carson, 2, runs in the auditorium at DPS’ Brown Elementary. His mother, Jennifer Carson, is touring schools early to find one for him.

Leaving to learn
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About a fourth of school-age children in Denver don’t attend the city’s public schools,
according to a first-ever analysis of data by the Rocky Mountain News and the nonprofit Piton Foundation.
n An estimated 15,700 students bypassed Denver Public Schools last year in favor of private or
suburban schools they see as safer or academically superior.n In addition, about 4,600 Denver kids up

to age 17 didn’t go to school at all, for reasons as varied as dropping out, home-schooling or incarcera-
tion, the analysis found. n School and city officials project that the number of Denver families

abandoning public schools will grow through 2016, exacting a social and financial toll for the district
and, some argue, the city itself. (Continued on NEWS 25.)

L E A V I N G
T O L E A R N
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Percent of Denver school-age 
children not attending DPS,
by neighborhood 

Losing $135 million

0 TO 15%

16 TO 30%

31 TO 45%

46 TO 60%

MORE THAN 60%

The 20,300 school-age children who don't attend Denver Public Schools 
cost the district more than $135 million in lost state and local funding. 
Central, southeast and southwest Denver have the highest percentages 
of children ages 5 to 17 who do not enroll in DPS. 

Source:  Rocky Mountain News 
and Piton Foundation analysis 
of Denver Public Schools 
and U.S. Census Bureau data.
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Denver’s public
schools face a dilemma.
Students are leaving.

“You can’tpersuadepeopleto stay if
theythinkthey’vegotan optionthat’s
betterfor theirkids,”said Denver
PublicSchoolsSuperintendentMich-
ael Bennet.

Enrollmentin neighborhood
schoolsis declining,despitemore
preschoolersand kindergarteners.
Many schoolsare failing or underper-
forming,and parentsare takingadvan-
tageof federaland statelawsthatgive
themmorechoicesaboutwhereto
educatetheirchildren.

The result?About20,300 school-age
childrenin Denverdid not attendDPS
in 2005-2006,a studyby the Rocky
Mountain News and thePitonFoun-
dationfound.BennetsaysDPS can’t
affordto loseany students.

“Wedon’twant100 percentof the
Anglocommunitycheckingoutalto-
gether.Then we are in a deathspiral,”
he said. “Wewantmiddle-classAfri-
can-Americansjust as much.We want
everyone.”

A healthyDenverpublicschool
systemis criticalto theentiremetro
area,said Mayor JohnHickenlooper.

“Weare all joined togetherwhether
we like it or not,”he said. “Auroraand
Lakewoodand DouglasCountyand
Northglennwill all benefitdramati-
callyas DPS becomessuccessful.” DPS brain drain
T H E S E R I E S
n TODAY: Denver Public Schools aren’t
enrolling about 25 percent of the city’s
school-age children, a study by the
Rocky Mountain News and the Piton
Foundation has found.

n TUESDAY: A fourth of all Anglo kids in
Denver go to private schools. It’s almost
half of all school-age kids in some areas.
n WEDNESDAY: In some areas of south-
west Denver, up to half the school-age
children go to suburban schools.
n THURSDAY: Charter school enrollment
has grown 300 percent in six years, with
black families most likely to choose them.
n FRIDAY: Northwest Denver exemplifies
the tensions over reforming schools.
n MONDAY, April 23: Hispanics are most
likely to choose neighborhood schools,
but they increasingly are exercising
choice.
n TUESDAY, April 24: What lies ahead
for DPS?

Weston Littman, 5, hides behind his mother, Hatton Littman, as she speaks to other northwest Denver
parents in February during a DPS elementary school choice fair at Highland Park Presbyterian Church.

Stories by Burt Hubbard and Nancy Mitchelln Photos by Judy DeHaasn ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS

D P S ’ E N R O L L M E N T G A P :
P A R T O N E O F S E V E N
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L E A V I N G T O L E A R N

Denver Public Schools Superintendent Michael Bennet talks on a hands-free
phone, bites his nails, flips through a notebook and drives at the same time. The
former chief of staff for Mayor John Hickenlooper has said his top priority is

improving quality across the system, which should bring families back to DPS.
Bennet recognizes that declining enrollment in neighborhood schools means
the loss of millions in state and local funding, as well as school closures.

DPS has 31,000 empty seats in a district with capacity for 98,000 kids.

How numbers for series were crunched
This series is the first detailed investi-

gation of the impact of school choice on
DenverPublicSchools.

DPS leaders say the system must at-
tract a greater share of the city’s chil-
drento survivefinancially.

The Rocky Mountain News decided
to track who was leaving neighborhood
schools or DPS entirely and where they
were going. DPS officials, eager for the
sameinformation,agreedto cooperate.

No single organizationhad all the data
to answerthesequestions.But research-
ers at the Piton Foundation, a nonprofit
highly regarded in education circles,
wereworkingon similar questions.Piton
describes its mission as developing pro-
grams to improve public education, ex-
panding families’ economic opportuni-

ties and strengthening low-income
neighborhoodsin Denver.

TheRocky partneredwithDPS and Pi-
ton to pool data. The Rocky collectedin-
formation from some private schools
and surveyedpublicschooldistrictssur-
roundingDenver.Thatdatasupplement-
edfiguresfromDPS, theU.S. CensusBu-
reua and the Colorado Department of
Education.

This helpedPitondo themostdetailed
estimate to date of the school-agepopu-
lation in Denver — 83,600 childrenages 5
to17 in 2005-2006.Theestimateis the ba-
sis for many of the series’percentages.

DPS, Piton and the state demogra-
pherall agreeon thevalidityof thestatis-
ticalmethodsand findings.

DPS provided enrollment figures and

dataon its 63,335 Denverstudentsages 5
to 17 in 2005-2006. No names or address-
es were provided. The data included
each student’s age, neighborhood, as-
signed neighborhood school, the DPS
school each attends, eligibility for free-
or reduced-price lunch and ethnicity.
The study did not analyze data for pre-
schoolers, older students and DPS stu-
dents from the suburbs. They brought
DPS’ totalenrollmentto 73,000 last year.

The Rocky surveyed suburban dis-
tricts to count Denver students, by ZIP
code, who attended other public dis-
tricts.TheColoradoDepartmentof Edu-
cationprovidedthe totalnumberof Den-
ver students enrolled in other public
schools— about5,500.

Piton estimatedthe numberof private

school students living in Denver by
neighborhoodbyusingthe2000 U.S. cen-
sus and its 2005 CommunitySurvey.

Privateschoolinformationwassupple-
mented by the Association of Colorado
IndependentSchools,whichsurveyed14
of its member schools. ACIS provided
numbers of students living in each Den-
ver ZIP code, with no names, addresses
or school-by-schoolbreakdown.

The estimateof 4,600 Denver kids ages
5 to 17 who are not enrolledin any school
camefrom the2000 census.

For the Stapleton area, which was not
developedat the time of the 2000 census,
Piton estimates are based on school en-
rollmentand don’t reflectkids in private
schoolor no school.

BurtHubbard
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BURT HUBBARD AND CHARLES CHAMBERLIN/ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS
Source: Piton Foundation analysis of Denver Public Schools enrollment and U.S. Census Bureau 
data. 

Most DPS students still go to neighborhood or other non-charter 
schools, but charters — campuses run by independent groups with 
taxpayer funding — are growing. Suburban and private schools pull 19 
percent of Denver’s children ages 5 to 17, and another 5 percent aren’t 
in school at all because of dropping out, home-schooling or other 
reasons. The numbers and percentages of Denver’s school-age 
children in each type of school are broken down by 17 areas of the 
city, created by overlaying neighborhood and ZIP code boundaries.

DPS draws 76 percent of school-age kids

 1 4,871 70% 375 5% 463 7% 726 10% 572 8%
 2 4,891 77% 470 7% 261 4% 357 6% 378 6%
 3 606 71% 22 3% 102 12% 78 9% 41 5%
 4 9,765 77% 1,285 10% 672 5% 628 5% 400 3%
 5 4,074 78% 210 4% 298 6% 264 5% 387 7%
 6 15,308 79% 559 3% 986 5% 1,309 7% 1,124 6%
 7 632 48% 11 1% 466 36% 165 13% 31 2%
 8 526 33% 20 1% 588 37% 279 18% 175 11%
 9 1,601 60% 27 1% 152 6% 800 30% 91 3%
 10 1,345 60% 64 3% 183 8% 609 27% 26 1%
 11 4,868 67% 239 3% 422 6% 1,303 18% 486 7%
 12 3,874 64% 207 3% 154 3% 1,606 27% 190 3%
 13 1,842 61% 68 2% 64 2% 823 27% 214 7%
 14 3,145 65% 770 16% 131 3% 381 8% 412 9%
 15 22 42% 1 2% 11 21% 19 36% 0 0%
 16 918 66% 17 1% 209 15% 214 15% 25 2%
 17 688 47% 14 1% 46 3% 685 47% 32 2%
 TOTAL 58,976† 71% 4,359† 5% 5,464 7% 10,246 12% 4,584 5%

  NO. PCT. NO. PCT NO. PCT. NO. PCT. NO. PCT.

                          DPS                        DPS                                                 NOT IN
AREA     NON-CHARTER      CHARTER         SUBURBAN*         PRIVATE              SCHOOL

*Area numbers do not add up to the total because ZIP codes for 256 suburban students were 
not available.
† Total does not include suburban residents, preschoolers and students older than 17. With 
those, enrollment in non-charters is 66,553 and in charters is 6,846.

66,331

47% 57%

DPS poorer, more Hispanic
Over a decade, the percentage of Denver Public Schools students 
who are Hispanic has grown, along with the percentage who are 
low-income. Changes in state and federal laws gave parents greater 
choice in choosing schools for their children, and the share of students 
going to neighborhood schools has shrunk.

1996

1996

2006

2006

1996

2006

Ethnicity

Poverty

Choice

Total enrollment

Percent of students 
enrolled in schools
closest to their homes

Percent of students
with free/reduced-price 
lunch 

Hispanic
White
Black
Asian
American Indian

Source: Denver Public Schools and Rocky Mountain News analysis

73,399

26%

59%

67%

85%

63%

21%

4% 1% 3% 1%

18%

20%

ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS

The 20,300 potential students stream-
ing away from DPS already cost the dis-
trict more than $135 million a year in lost
localand statefunding.

Overall enrollmentin DPS increasedby
more than 2,000 students from 2000 to
2006, mainly because of growth in pre-
school,kindergartenand charterschools,
all of which bring less funding to DPS
thando neighborhoodschools.

But with a loss of more than 4,800 stu-
dents in neighborhood schools during
that period, DPS is filling, on average,
only 68 percent of its space. The district
has 31,000 emptyseatsout of 98,000.

This declining neighborhoodschool en-
rollment,whichisn’tkeepingup withpop-
ulation growth, is forcing the district to
confront one of the toughest, most divi-
sive experiences a community can go
through — closing some of its schools. A
citizens group is meeting to consider that
painfultask.

The stakesare huge.
The city’s health depends on a strong

public school system to attract business
and families. And Denver Mayor John
Hickenlooper argues that the entire
metroarea benefitsif DPS succeeds.

“The stark reality is if we . . . take our
school district back where every school
has a quality educationwhere we want to
sendourkids, it willhavea dramatic(posi-
tive) effect on property values on every
person’s home,” he said. “Not just in the
cityof Denverbut in themetroarea.”

New state and federal laws in the past
decade have mandated that public
schools offer parents more choices for
their children’s education. The study by
the Rocky, in partnership with the dis-
trictand the Piton Foundation,is the first
detailed investigation into the impact of
choiceon DPS.

The districthas 63,300 Denver students
age5 to 17 enrolled,withthetotalgrowing
to 73,000 when preschoolers, students
wholive in thesuburbsandthose18 orold-
er are included.

To track Denver’s estimated 83,600
school-age children, the study analyzed
data from DPS, suburban school dis-
tricts, private schools and the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau.The studyfound:

n More than half the children in parts
of affluent central and southeast Denver
are not enrolled in DPS schools. In some
of those neighborhoods, such as Belcaro,
Country Club and Hilltop, more than half
thechildrenattendprivateschools.

That contrastswith northeastand west
Denver, where incomes tend to be lower
and 85 percent or more of all children are
DPS students.
n The city’s private school enrollment

has remainedrelativelystatic for the past
decade. That indicates the exodus of stu-
dents from traditional neighborhood
DPS schools appears aimed toward sub-
urban districts, DPS’ independently run
charter schools and DPS magnet schools
offeringspecial programsto studentsdis-
trictwide.
nAlmosthalfof theDenverstudentsgo-

ing to suburbanschoolscomefrom south-
westDenver.One neighborhood,Fort Lo-
gan, has more children enrolled in Jeffer-
son County and other suburban districts
thanin Denverschools.
n Charter school enrollment has in-

creased 300 percent in six years, with
growthespeciallystrongin northeastDen-
ver and among black families. One in
eight DPS students in northeast Denver
attended a charter school in 2005-2006,
comparedwithonein 10 studentsdistrict-
wide.

While opening doors for students,char-
ter schools bring DPS only a fraction of
the money it receives in state funding for
students at traditional neighborhood
schools. Independent groups operate
charters under contract with DPS. By
law, the district passes along to charters
an average of 95 percent of the per-pupil
funding for their students. DPS receives
$6,794 per studentin state and local mon-
ey this year.
n In northwest Denver, many schools

are half empty. Young professionalswith-
out kids and affluent families with pre-
schoolers are gentrifying the area and
aren’t yet adding to public school enroll-
ment. At the same time, the blue-collar
Hispanic families living there are taking
greater advantage of school choice for
theirchildren.

Continued from previous page

Continued on next page

P A R E N T S ’ V O I C E S

“Class size is a huge issue in that there are
just too many kids in the classroom to be
taught effectively and not enough staff.”

Marie Heaton, mother of three students
at DPS’ Maxwell Elementary School

n Hear more parent views at RockyMountainNews.com

C O N T A C T

n Reporter Nancy Mitchell:
mitchelln@RockyMountain
News.com or 303-954-5245
n Reporter Burt Hubbard:
hubbardb@RockyMountain
News.com or 303-954-5107
n Photographer Judy DeHaas:
dehaasj@RockyMountain
News.com or 303-954-2916

O N L I N E
at RockyMountainNews.com

n School comparisons: Find schools
near you and compare enrollment
and performance.
n Slide show: See more photos of
area schools and the Evans family
as they exercise school choice.
n Chat at 11 a.m. today: Talk with
with reporters Burt Hubbard and
Nancy Mitchell on RockyTalk Live.
See comments and add yours.

Continued from page 23
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Expandedoptions
Public school choice is a rela-
tively recent phenomenon in
Colorado. State laws and school
district rules requiring families to
enroll their children in their as-
signed neighborhood schools
have been gradually loosening
since 1990. In Denver, the result is
that nearly 40 percent of students
choosing public education en-
rolled in a school other than their
assigned neighborhood school in
2005-06.

Open enrollment
Choice within school districts: In
May 1990, state lawmakers slip a
provision into the School Finance
Act that allows students to attend
any school within their own
school district — not just their
neighborhood school. The provi-
sion creates a pilot program
allowing students to transfer
between school districts without
requiring parents to pay tuition.
Expanding choice: In August
1991, school boards in Denver and
Jefferson County, the state’s
largest school district, agree to
admit students living outside
their district boundaries.
The numbers: By October 2006,
48,543 students attend schools
outside the school district in
which they live, according to
state officials. That includes 6,319
Denver students.

Charter schools
New law: In May 1993, the
General Assembly enacts the
state Charter Schools Law, spon-
sored by then-state Sen. Bill
Owens, R-Aurora, who went on to
become governor. It allows inde-
pendent groups to run public
charter schools under contract
with school boards and funded by
state per-pupil education dollars.
First charter school: In Septem-
ber 1993, Colorado’s first charter
school opens in Pueblo. Denver’s
first charter school opens a year
later.

The numbers: By October 2006,
52,352 students attend 133 char-
ter schools across Colorado,
including 6,846 students in 20
Denver charters.

Denverbusing
Busing begins: In fall 1974, a
federal judge’s order begins
mandatory cross-town busing in
Denver to desegregate city
schools. This spurs the creation
of magnet schools, or special
programs designed to attract
whites to minority neighbor-
hoods and vice versa.
Busing ends: In fall 1996, the
court determines busing can stop
for Denver’s elementary students
and, a year later, for middle- and
high-school students. Enrollment
falls from 87,620 in 1973 to 68,893
in 1998.
The numbers: By fall 2005, inter-
est in charter schools, magnet
schools and other programs has
grown. DPS officials report only
63 percent of students — down
more than 20 percentage points
in 10 years — attend their as-
signed neighborhood schools in
2005-06. The district offers 17
magnet programs, including
Montessori, dual-language im-
mersion, international studies,
computer technology and the
Denver School of the Arts.

Federalmandates
No Child Left Behind: In January
2002, President George W. Bush
signs the federal No Child Left
Behind Act. It says school dis-
tricts must offer students in
low-performing schools a choice
of other public schools and must
provide transportation for certain
schools.
The numbers: By fall 2005, DPS
estimates 1,500 students moved
to other schools via No Child Left
Behind. District officials credit
the law with increasing the num-
bers of low-income families in
Denver who are exercising school
choice.

NancyMitchell

S C H O O L C H O I C E

North High School and the three mid-
dle schools feeding into it are less than 60
percent full. One of the three — Horace
Mann — is only 34 percentfull.
n Schoolchoiceis notonlydrainingstu-

dents from DPS, it is redistributingthem
within the district. About 40 percent now
skip their neighborhood schools in favor
of other options, from dual-language pro-
grams to performing arts magnets to
back-to-basicscharterschools.
n Statistics comparable to those com-

piled for the Rocky study could not be
found for other urban school districts
across the country. But rough estimates
by the National Centerfor EducationSta-
tistics using enrollment and census data
show some large urban districts, such as
Phoenix’s, capture a higher percentageof
potential students than DPS does. Oth-
ers, such as Detroit and Baltimore, cap-
tureevenfewerthanDenver.

DPS has recognized that it faces a
daunting challenge in improving its
schools fast enough to lure families who
havemore and more alternatives.

If the trends continue, a public school
population that is heavily weighted to-
ward low-income students could lose
evenmore middle-and upper-incomestu-
dents. DPS already is predominantlyHis-
panic, and those students are more likely
than black or Anglo students to come
from poor families, based on percentages
receivingfree- or reduced-pricelunches.

Twenty-sixpercentof Anglo children in
Denver go to private schools, and mid-
dle-income black families are the least
likely to attend their neighborhood
schools,theanalysis found.

“We don’t want 100 percentof the Anglo
community checking out altogether.
Then we are in a death spiral,” said DPS
Superintendent Michael Bennet. “We
want middle-class African-Americans

just as much.We wanteveryone.”

Farther afield
Neighborhoodschools,once seen as the

building blocks of communities, are no
longer the first choice for a growing num-
ber of parents willing to go farther for
whatthey believeis a bettereducation.

“Ipersonallythinkthetraditionalneigh-
borhood school has come and gone,” said
Rob Stein, who is leaving Graland Coun-
tryDay School,oneof Denver’slargestpri-
vate schools, to reopen Manual High
School. The troubled public high school
was closed last year so it could be re-
formed.

“In this climate, all schools are schools
of choice,”Stein said.

Alex and Michele Wiseman see that on
their block in the Lowry development in
east Denver. Almost all the families drive
their children to school — in different di-

rections.
The Wisemans moved their two sons

fromDPS to a privateschoolthis fall.
“On my street, there are one, two, three

. . . sevenchildrenin school,”MicheleWise-
man said. “There’s only two kids that go
to thesame school.

“And of the other children around me,
the kids all go to different schools. Kids
don’trun aroundin the neighborhoodlike
we did.”

Interest in school choice appears to be
growingin all partsof thecity.

In west Denver, about a dozen Span-
ish-speaking parents braved icy roads in
February to attend an hourlong class on
their rights as parents and how to choose
a school. The Hispanic Council for Re-
form and Educational Options offers the
classesthroughoutthecity.

In northwest Denver, about 50 parents
crowded into a church on a cold February
night to hear pitches from five DPS

schools. The newly renamed Brown Inter-
national Academy passed out color bro-
chures about its academicallyrigorous In-
ternational BaccalaureateProgram. All of
the parents were at least a year away from
enrollingtheirchildrenin kindergarten.

And in central Denver, Robert Koop-
meiners and his wife, Brigitte Baehre, at-
tended an informational breakfast with
their daughter, Sophie, a sixth-grader at
the private Denver Waldorf School. They
cameto hear aboutthe Center for Interna-
tional Studies, DPS’ newest magnet pro-
gram for grades6-12.

The family lives in northwest Denver,
and dad has deemed the area’s high
school,North,“unacceptable.”

“It’ssad,” he said. “You shouldbe able to
send your kid to the neighborhoodschool.
It’s a shame in this community because
Denveris an educatedcity.”

For longtimenorthwestDenver resident
Tina Bosse, the choicefor her son, Gabriel,

came down to music. Gabriel was ac-
cepted into programs for gifted students
at EdisonElementaryin Denverand Hack-
berryHill in JeffersonCounty.But theJeff-
co school had a more advanced music pro-
gram.

She now drives Gabriel 20 to 30 minutes
each way to the school on West 76th Ave-
nue. But the time-consuming drive
shouldn’tlast muchlonger.

“We have our house up for sale,” Bosse
said. “We’re thinking of getting a little bit
closerto the schoolsin Jeffco.”

Eventhemayorandhis wife,HelenThor-
pe, are studying school choices to decide
whereto send their4-year-oldson, Teddy.

“Let me guarantee that my wife, like ev-
ery wife and every father, is all over that,”
Hickenlooper said. “To her whether a
school is a charter school, a public school
or a neighborhoodprivateschool,she’s go-
ing to pick the school that’s best. She
doesn’tcarewhothe mayor is.”

Continued from previous page

L E A V I N G T O L E A R N 15,700 Denver kids attended private or suburban schools last year.

ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS

Enrollment dilemma

NEIGHBORHOOD SCHOOLS CHARTERS TOTAL

 2000 2006 +/– 2000 2006 +/– +/–

Early childhood 3,015 4,345 +1,330 0 30 +30 +1,360

Kindergarten 5,609 6,243 +634 24 438 +414 +1,048

1st–12th grade 60,823 55,965 –4,858 1,484 6,378 +4,894 +36

All 69,447 66,553 –2,894 1,508 6,846 +5,338 +2,444

Source: Denver Public Schools

Enrollment 2000-2006

Denver Public Schools lost enrollment in 
first through 12th grades in its traditional 
neighborhood schools from 2000 to 2006, 
creating a financial problem for the 

district. Growth in preschool, kindergar-
ten and independent charter schools has 
boosted enrollment, but DPS gets far 
less funding for most of those students. 

Smiley Middle School Principal Nate Howard asks sixth-grader Erin Urasery,
12, to tie his shoe as his physical education class begins. Smiley, in the Park Hill
area, consistently is rated low by the state, with academic achievement
declining. It’s losing enrollment, leaving it with one of the lowest occupancy

rates of all campuses in Denver Public Schools. Howard says gentrification
contributes to the school’s struggle to keep students because many of the new
families moving into the northeast Denver neighborhood are young families
whose children aren’t yet of middle-school age.

Sarah Hawkey, 10, practices the lip formation she must master to play
the flute well during her music class at Graland Country Day School in
Denver’s affluent Hilltop neighborhood. Students at the private school
are exposed to a wide range of learning opportunities.

Fifth-graders Hector Dominguez, left, Isaac Juarez and Omar Zavala at
KIPP Sunshine Peak Academy Charter School listen to teacher Antonio
Vigil. He is reading a list of students with discipline or academic issues
who won’t get to bowl during the post-CSAP party. They weren’t on it.
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L E A V I N G T O L E A R N

Angela Evans, a
mom who lives in
Green Valley
Ranch, knows the
meaning of school
choice as well as
anyone.

“I spend three hours on the
road between the morning and
the afternoon, but that’s OK,” she
said, “because my child is where
he needs to be to be successful.”

Evans drives Aaron, a
third-grader, from their home in
far northeast Denver to Five
Points near downtown to attend
Polaris at Ebert, DPS’ elementary
school for gifted kids. Lauryn, 3,
goes to a preschool. Evans, an in-
surance executive, then drives
southeast to the Denver Tech Cen-
ter. In the afternoon, she repeats
the circuit.

“When I had children, I didn’t
know this was what I signed for,”
said Evans, who shares driving du-
ties with her husband, Leonist, a
firefighter. “I truly envisioned
kicking my kids out of the door to
walk to the neighborhood school.
It didn’t happen that way, so I
made the necessary adjust-
ments.”

NancyMitchell

5:09 p.m.

6:40 p.m.

7:21 a.m.6:49 a.m.

Angela Evans says goodbye to daughter Lauryn, 3, at the Hope Academy in Denver’s Five Points area. The Evanses live in far
northeast Denver’s Green Valley Ranch, but are willing to endure long commutes to ensure the best education for the children.

Leonist Evans unloads sports equipment, his children and the Febres kids,
who carpool with his family, at the Montbello Recreation Center.

Slideshow
See Angela Evans and her family as they pursue
school choice. Online at RockyMountain News.com

About 27,000 students travel to DPS schools outside their neighborhoods.

Aaron Evans, 8, stretches as he prepares for his day at
Polaris at Ebert, DPS’ elementary for gifted students.

Angela Evans spends hours driving her kids to
school and herself to her Denver Tech Center job.

Aaron Evans attends Ebert’s Night of the Notables as former Mayor
Wellington Webb. He talks with Allison Fisher, 8 — Cleo Parker Robinson.7:41 a.m.
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In some affluent areas of Denver, almost half of the

kids ages 5 to 17 attend private schools, based on 2005

U.S. census estimates. n Among Anglos citywide, it’s a

fourth.n Denver Public Schools probably won’t ever

draw some of those families.n But many parents say

they would choose public schools if the quality

improved in time for their kids’ education.

Story by Nancy Mitchell
Photos by Judy DeHaas
ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS
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Flip to page 35

Andy Dodge, right, a fifth-grade science teacher at Graland Country Day School,
tests the structural strength of a balsa wood tower built by Amy Greenspan,
left.Classmates Clare Berzins, second from left, Belle Stockdale, Ryan Broida,

Calvin Barret and Olivia Arthur watch the experiment as Amy looks away. Dodge
uses a machine that measures the pressure it takes to collapse each tower.
Creative, hands-on experiences are one of Graland’s attractions.

Erik and Mandy Koskinendid not plan to
join thenearly30 percentof families in their
Congress Park neighborhood who enroll
theirchildrenin privateschools.

They tried two different Denver public
schools. They agonized over what to do.
But in December, the couple decided they
had to look outside the city school district
for Jack,8, and Sam, 5.

“We believe that a thriving society de-
pendson a strongandwell-functioningpub-
lic school system,” Mandy Koskinen wrote
in an application to a local private school
where tuition tops $10,000 per child. “But
simply, our children do not have time to
wait.”

More than 12 percent of Denver children
ages 5 to 17 attend private schools, based
on2005U.S.censusestimates.That’sslight-
ly higher than the national average of 10
percent. It works out to about 10,200 stu-
dents.

The Koskinens’Victorianhome near Col-
fax Avenueand ColoradoBoulevardmarks
the northern edge of a southeasternswath
of the city where families are most likely to
make thateducationalchoice.

A Rocky Mountain News and Piton
Foundation analysis of census data shows

that, in some of Denver’s wealthiest neigh-
borhoods, more than one in three children
attend private school. That includes the
central-city neighborhoods of Cherry
Creek and Country Club and extends to
Southmoor Park at Denver’s southeastern
tip.

“Where we live, almost everybody on our
street sends their kids to private school,”
said Gil Rosenthal,an attorneywho lives in
the Hilltop neighborhood. “You sort of feel
somepeoplequestionyour decisionto send
yourkids to publicschool.”

DenverPublicSchools, in the questto at-
tractfamiliesbackto the city district,is un-
likely ever to draw some who opt to go pri-
vate.

“I’ve never even considered sending my
children to public schools,” said Kelly
Tynan, whose two sons attend St. Vincent
de Paul Catholic School in southeast Den-
ver, followinga family tradition.

“I’m not a fan of public schools,” Tynan
said flatly, adding that he wished the prop-
erty taxes he pays for public schools could
offsethis sons’tuitionbills.

Other families, including the Koskinens
andtheRosenthals,triedpublicschoolsbe-
foreturningto privateeducation.

Gil and Chandra Rosenthal gave in be-
causeof twoconcernsfrequentlycitedin in-
terviews with parents leaving DPS: large

DPS losing
12 percent
to private
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L E A V I N G T O L E A R N Even with annual tuition running $15,070 to $16,680 per student, competition

Sam Koskinen, 5, takes a moment to think about what to
write in his journal at his Cory Elementary School
kindergarten class. Jack and Sam are on a waiting list to
get into the private Stanley British Primary School.

Jack Koskinen, 8, a third-grader at DPS’ highly rated Cory Elementary School,
does his homework at the kitchen counter of his Congress Park home. His

mother, Mandy Koskinen, didn’t like Teller Elementary, their neighborhood
school, or Montclair Elementary. She’s frustrated with DPS’ emphasis on tests.

Mandy Koskinen kisses her middle son, Sam, 5, while her youngest son, Will, 11 months,
watches from his highchair in the kitchen of their Congress Park home.
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Hear more
parent views at
RockyMountain-
News.com

P A R E N T S ’ V O I C E S

“What is really important is
that our kids are prepared for
the 21st century, the global
economy, the highly
technological world that
we’re all living in.”
Patty Bortz, mother of a junior at DPS’ East

High School and a seventh-grader at the
private Stanley British Primary School
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Snapshot of 14 private schools
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Denver students attending private schools 

The Association of Colorado Independent Schools surveyed 14 of its 
member schools in the metro area at the request of the Rocky 
Mountain News to find out where their Denver students live. They 
represent about 3,000 of the 10,200 Denver residents who go to 
private schools. The map divides the city into 17 areas based on ZIP 
codes and neighborhood boundaries and randomly assigns dots to 
represent students’ homes based on their ZIP codes.

BURT HUBBARD AND CHARLES CHAMBERLIN/ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS

=  5 STUDENTS

Source: Rocky Mountain News analysis of survey data from the Association of Colorado 
Independent Schools.

C O N T A C T
n Reporter Nancy Mitchell:
mitchelln@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5245
n Reporter Burt Hubbard:
hubbardb@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5107
n Photographer Judy DeHaas:
dehaasj@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-2916

O N L I N E
at RockyMountainNews.com

n Slide show: See more photos.
n School comparisons: Find schools
near you and compare enrollment and
performance.
n Discuss: Chat at 11 a.m. on Rocky
Talk Live with Rob Stein, who is leav-
ing Graland Country Day School to
lead DPS’ Manual High. See others’
comments and share your thoughts.

Source: Piton Foundation and Rocky Mountain News analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data.

BURT HUBBARD AND CHARLES CHAMBERLIN/ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS

Estimated percent of Denver 
students attending private 
schools by neighborhood 
in 2005

0 TO 10%

11 TO 20%

21 TO 30%
31 TO 40%

MORE THAN 40%

 An estimated 10,200 Denver students attended private schools 
in 2005, with central and southeast Denver sending the largest 
percentages to independent schools. The nonprofit Piton Foundation 
used the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2005 Community Survey to adjust the 
2000 census number of private school students by neighborhood.

Private schools draw heavily 
from central, southeast Denver

T H E S E R I E S
n MONDAY: Denver Public Schools
aren’t enrolling about 25 percent of
the city’s school-age children, a study
by the RockyMountainNews and
the Piton Foundation has found.
n TODAY: A fourth of all Anglo kids in
Denver go to private schools. It’s
almost half of all school-age children
in some areas.
n WEDNESDAY: In some areas of
southwest Denver, half the school-age
kids go to suburban schools.
n THURSDAY: Charter school enroll-
ment has grown 300 percent in six
years, with black families most likely
to choose them.
n FRIDAY: Northwest Denver exempli-
fies the tensions over reforming
schools.
n MONDAY, April 23: Hispanics are
most likely to choose neighborhood
schools, but they increasingly are
exercising choice.
n TUESDAY, April 24: What lies ahead
for DPS?

remains fierce for private Graland’s 639 seats.

cause of two concerns frequently cited in
interviews with parents leaving DPS:
largeclasssizesand theannualuncertain-
ty of publicschoolfunding.

Their son Abe, 7, attended DPS’ popu-
lar school for gifted students, the Polaris
Programat EbertElementary,in the Five
Points neighborhood near downtown.
But two years of constant budget talk
woredownthe couple.

Would Abe have more than 28 students
in his classnextyear or couldEbertafford
another teacher? Would the school have
to eliminate kindergarten to make room
for smallerclassesin theuppergrades?

And would the situation be any differ-
ent for younger son Jonas, 4, or little sis-
terNaomi, 2?

“I just don’t want to have this discus-
sion every year,” Gil Rosenthal said. “I
would like to know that if my son is at
Ebertand my othersonis enteringkinder-
garten,I couldsendhim there,too.I don’t
want to worry that there’s no kindergar-
ten or that one of my sons has 22 kids in
his classand theotherhas 32.”

Last May, after outlining their reasons
in a letterto DPS officials,the Rosenthals
decided to enroll Abe — and likely Jonas
and Naomi — in privateschool. It was not
an easychoice.

“I try to think I’m a good citizen, and
partof beinga goodcitizenis makingdeci-
sions that are helpful and good to every-
body,”Gil Rosenthalsaid. “I tendto think
we are the kind of people who would help
make a school better. I feel like, by leav-
ing, I’m shirking my responsibility to do
that.”

A question of diversity
Privateschoolenrollmentin Denverap-

pears to have stabilized and even
droppedslightlyin the past10 years.

That may be a result of other options
available to parents who don’t want to
sendtheirkids to neighborhoodschools.

Schools opening today tend to be char-
ter, not private, said Rob Stein, the head
of Graland Country Day School, one of
Denver’s largest private schools. He re-
cently was named principal of DPS’ trou-
bledManualHigh School.

Charterschoolsare publicschoolstypi-
cally run by independent groups with lo-
cal school board approval and state edu-
cationdollars.

“Private schools are based on a busi-
ness model that requires tuition and pri-
vate subsidy,” Stein said. “Charter
schools are a much more stable business
model. You can get 90 to 95 percent of
per-pupil operating revenue from the
state.”

ButcompetitionremainsfierceforGra-
land’s 639 seats. The school won’t release
specificnumbers,butit has no troublefill-
ing slots, even with annual tuition run-
ning $15,070to $16,680per student.

“People will call when they’re coming
home (with a new baby) from the hospi-
tal,”saidCarolynCraig,directorof admis-
sions and financial aid, though the school
typically asks parents to wait until their
kids are age 4 to call.

Craig said Graland is seeing a slight in-
crease in interest from minority families,
who make up a disproportionatelysmall
percentage of private school enrollment
acrossDenver.

Twenty-sixpercentof school-ageAnglo
children in the city are enrolled in private
schools. That compares with 5.3 percent
of Hispanic children and 5 percent of

black children, according to census esti-
mates.

The result is a private school popula-
tion that is 35 percentminority, while the
city’s public school enrollment is 80 per-
centminority,predominantlyHispanic.

The diversity found in DPS classrooms
is one reason Mandy Koskinen wantedto
stay in thedistrict.

“Myparentsmovedbackinto thecityof
Denver when integrated busing began,”
she said, “becausethey wantedtheir chil-
drento experiencethatkind of schoolsys-
tem, where everyone did not look the
sameas theirchildren.”

That experience— resultingfrom a fed-
eral judge’s ruling mandating busing to
desegregateDPS from 1974 through 1996
— opened her eyes to a world beyond the
white middle-class household in which
shegrew up.

“I still value that becauseI think it real-
ly helped me to grow as a person,” she
said. “I desperately wanted that for my
own children. But I don’t think that is
enough. I don’t think it can be enough for
me to keep my children in Denver Public
Schools.”

Fatigue and joy
By the time Mandy Koskinen filled out

her sons’ private school applications in
December, she had visited at least eight
DPS elementary schools in search of the
best place for them and their younger
brother,Will, thoughhe is only 11 months
old.

She had decided against her neighbor-
hood school — too traditional. She filled
out applications for two sought-after

Continued from page 33

Continued on next page
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Privateto public, and back
An analysis of Denver Public Schools’ enrollment of more than
73,000 students from Sept. 30, 2005, to Oct. 2, 2006, found:

n 516studentsenteredDPSfromprivateschools*
n 168students leftDPSforprivateschools

n Theresult:DPSgained348students

* Most private school students entering DPS came to high schools, with East getting the most — 93.
Source: Denver Public Schools

Denver had 59 private schools last year with 11,242 students.

DPS programsbutwas rejectedby both.
Her boys wound up at Cory Elementa-

ry, a popular school in southeast Denver
rated excellent by the state, based on its
test scores. There, one classmate is the
oldest daughter of DPS Superintendent
MichaelBennet.

But what Mandy Koskinenwants to see
in her sons’ faces when they come home
from Cory is the joy of discovery.Whatshe
seesmostofteninsteadis fatigue.

The former DPS teacher, whose par-
ents also taught in the district and whose
brother still does, blames an overempha-
sis on testscores.

“Jack, in the first grade, his first semes-
ter, actually said to me, ‘Mom, I know I’m
not going to do well on the CSAP,’ ” she
said. The state exams do not begin until
thirdgrade.

“Sam, one of the first things he said to

me about kindergarten was, ‘Mom, this
school seems to be all about reading,’ ”
MandyKoskinensaid.

“I wish I would hear, ‘Mom, school is re-
ally fun. Mom, we got to do this really cool
science experiment today.’ I don’t hear
aboutthecreativehands-onexperiencesI
wish theywerehaving.”

She understands the drive to improve
achievement, she said, but not the dis-

trict’sapproach.
Why must every elementary school

adoptthesameliteracyand mathcurricu-
lum? Why can’t schools with good test
scores deviate from the mandatory focus
on thebasics?

“I feel that public education in our city
is no longer for the families who don’t
have the failing students, who have stu-
dents who are achieving at grade level,

who may be achieving above grade level,”
shesaid.

“The sole focusnow is, ‘How do we close
theachievementgap?’ insteadof, ‘Howdo
we make successful learners across the
board and how do we inspire the low-
est-levellearnersto havea love of learning
— and not just do wellon tests?’”

On March 13, a letter from the private
Stanley British Primary School arrived at
the family’shome.

The Koskinens’ sons weren’t accepted
butare on a waitinglist.

Jack and Sam are likely to return to
Cory this fall. Will’s futureschool is uncer-
tain.

“I’m disappointed,” Mandy Koskinen
said, then quicklyralliedher senseof opti-
mism thatchangeis possiblein DPS.

“I’mfeelinghopeful.I think thatthecon-
versation is getting started, and people
are willing to take a look at what is hap-
peningand possiblymakesomechanges.”

Ninth-grader Buzz Miller, 15, of Graland Country Day School in Denver’s
Hilltop neighborhood, pauses to think about the correct answer to a verbal test

from science teacher Dick Kinney during the dissection of a fetal pig. The private
school offers many activites, such as cross-country skiing and rock climbing.

Continued from previous page
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Word of mouth can change a school. A recruiting
campaign by parents is bringing the neighborhood’s
students back to the Hill Campus of Arts & Sciences.

Thepublicmiddleschoolin theafflu-
ent Hilltop area of Denver was once
shunned by many families living
around it. More than a third of Hilltop
kids ages 5 to 17 go to private schools,
an analysis of data by the Rocky
Mountain News and the Piton Foun-
dationfound.

“Everyone looked at Hill and was
sort of scared,” said Luke Duffy, 13,
who lives nearby. “There were rumors
abouthow it wasn’ta goodschool.”

Hill is a short walk across a grassy
field from Denver Public Schools’
Steck Elementary, a sought-after
schoolwithhigh testscores.Butmany
Steck families had chosen to go else-
wherefor middleschool.

A few years ago, Duffy’s mom, Teri
Anderson,and someotherparentsde-
cided they didn’t want to put their
kids on busesor pay privateschooltu-
ition.

“Back in the day, Steck kids went
anywhere but Hill,” said Hill Principal
Don Roy. “The (parents group) over
there invited me to come talk about
why peopledidn’tcomehere.”

Start an honors program, the par-
ents told him, and they would help
bringneighborhoodkids back.

In fall 2005,Hill beganan honorspro-
gram with 30 sixth-graders. Next fall,
it will expand again from its current
125 slots to between 180 and 200 — a
thirdof the school’senrollment.

SiobhanHaskell,whorunsHill’swel-
come center, gauges interest by the
number of elementary students who
sign up to follow Hill kids around in a
shadow program. When the center
opened three years ago, 20 students
signed up for shadowing. This year,
therewere130.

Theycomefromtop-ratedelementa-
ry schools such as Steck, Bromwell
and Southmoor. A handful of shadow
students this year even came from
GralandCountryDay School,a presti-
giousnearbyprivateschool.

“I think my son’s class was probably
the last class at Steck where it was
sort of like, ‘Uh, you’re going to Hill? I
can’t believe it,’ ” said Lisa Lancelot,
whose son is a seventh-grader at Hill.
“Isaid, ‘Yes,we are. It’s great.’”

Lancelotand Anderson say they be-
lieve Hill was always a good school.
But they believe some parents wor-
ried about its diversity. The school is
80 percentminority,whileHilltopis 89
percentAnglo.

Part of Hill’s diversity comes from
its specialprograms, includingone for
English-language learners, and from
the more distant neighborhoods it
serves, including the area served by

now-closedGoveMiddleSchool.
“Difference,diversitycanbeveryun-

comfortableforsome,”Andersonsaid.
“Idraw to diversity.”

Luke, her seventh-grader, said at-
tending a schoolwhere he is in the mi-
nority as a white student “definitely
openedup my world.”

“At first, I almost judged a book by
the cover, like thinking people were
like the stereotypes in movies, you
know, all black kids are gangsters,”he
said. “But then I started making new
friends.”

The new honors program might re-
duce minorities’ share of the student
population. Roy said the program
does not reflect the school’s overall
demographics— 44 percentHispanic,
32 percent black, 21 percent Anglo.
Buthe said he and his staffare recruit-
ing minorityfifth-graders.

“I want Hill to be proof to the city

that a diverse inner-city school can
take kids from all backgroundsand be
competitive with other schools,” Roy
said.

Hill, like most DPS middle schools,
struggles to maintain enrollment. En-
rollment this school year dropped for
each ethnicity except Anglos, whose
number increased by 26. Many are
neighborhoodkids.

“I think we are drawing them in
through word of mouth,” Anderson
said. “You know where it happens? It
happens through sports, on soccer
fields, at hockey rinks, on lacrosse
fields.

“Parentstalk,and peoplestartto re-
alize that other parents who care
abouttheir kids are sendingtheir chil-
dren to their local public school with-
out question. It’s a huge domino ef-
fect.”

NancyMitchell

Lisa Lancelot visits with Matthew Richardson, 13, a seventh-grader at Hill Campus of Arts & Science middle
school. He was sent to the Hill Recovery Room for getting in trouble during recess. Lancelot has a seventh-
grade son, Griffin, 13, at Hill, and volunteers to bring her dog, Beatrice, to the school once a week to work
with students who need extra attention. “I was mad that I got sent in here, but now that I’ve been patting the
dog, it calmed me down. It was kind of soothing to me,” Matthew said. Lancelot and several other Hilltop
parents made a group decision to send their children to their neighborhood middle school.

Hill Campus of
Arts &Sciences
middle school
n Location: 451 Clermont St. in
the Hilltop neighborhood, which
is 89 percent Anglo.
n Enrollment: 585 students in
grades 6, 7 and 8, with capacity
for 1,125.
n Demographics: 44 percent
Hispanic, 32 percent black,
21 percent Anglo, 2 percent
Asian and American Indian.
n Low-income: 78 percent of
students qualify for free or
reduced-price lunches.
n State rating: Low and stable,
based on annual state exams.
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Denver Public Schools lost about 5,500 Denver

students to suburban schools last year, while gaining

3,900 from surrounding districts.n Nearly half the Den-

ver kids ages 5 to 17 who go to suburban schools live in

southwest Denver.n In several areas of southwest Den-

ver, families live closer to Jefferson County or Littleton

schools than to DPS schools with lower academic rat-

ings by the state.

Denver’s public schools are losing
the tug-of-war for students in south-
westneighborhoods,whereas many as
half theschool-agechildrenare attend-
ing suburban districts, an analysis by
the Rocky Mountain News and the
nonprofitPitonFoundationfound.

That’s more than any other area of
Denver.

DPS needs every student it can at-
tract to offset declining enrollment in
its traditional neighborhood schools.
The district needs the state and local
dollarsthosestudentsbring.

But southwest Denver is bordered
on two sides by higher-performing
school districts with more convenient
schoollocations.

Within a mile of the Grant Ranch
neighborhood near West Bowles Ave-
nue and South Wadsworth Boulevard,
Denver residents with elementary-age
kids have the choice of a DPS school
rated average by the state, a high-rat-

ed JeffersonCounty schoolor an excel-
lent-ratedLittletonschool.

Those willing to look five miles away
can choose from five other Jeffco ele-
mentary schools — three rated high
and one excellent.Only one other Den-
verelementaryis thatclose,and it’srat-
ed average.

For high school, the nearest DPS
school is low-rated Kennedy, six miles
away, while two high-rated Jeffco high
schools and excellent-rated Heritage
High in Littleton are within the same
reach.

“People are going to send their kids
where they’re going to do well,” said
Denver Public Schools Superinten-
dent Michael Bennet. “You can’t per-
suade people to stay if they think
they’ve got an option that’s better for
theirkids.”

Give and take
DPS middle schools work against

the district’s efforts to recruit stu-
dents. A report to the Denver school
boardon April5 presenteda dismalpic-
ture of failing student performance

Continued on next page

Southwest
suburbs an
easy choice

Flip to page 13

Grace Harris, 6, kicks the snow in the backyard of her southwest Denver home in
February. The houses that appear beyond the fence are in Jefferson County. Grace,
a first-grader, and her 8-year-old brother, Will, a third-grader, attend Jefferson

County Public Schools’ Blue Heron instead of Denver Public Schools’ Grant Ranch
K-8. Their mother, Melodie Polidori Harris, says they are receiving a better
education in the Jeffco school. She also attended Jefferson County schools.
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O N L I N E
at RockyMountainNews.com

n Slide show: See more photos.
n School comparisons: Compare
schools near you.
n Chat at 11 a.m. today on Rocky-
Talk Live with Principal Richard Sin-
clair of DPS’ Kaiser Elementary. See
others’ comments and share yours.

BURT HUBBARD AND CHARLES CHAMBERLIN/ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS

Suburban Districts vs. Denver – 2005-2006

 INFLOW FROM OUTFLOW TO NET GAIN / LOSS
 DENVER  DENVER FOR DPS 

Jefferson County 1,808 922 –886

Vilas (Hope Online)  685 0  –685

Littleton  529 67 –462

Sheridan  475 54  –421

Englewood 435 121 –314

Cherry Creek 297 598 +301

Aurora 522 912 +390

Source: Rocky Mountain News analysis of suburban school district data on ZIP codes of their 
students who live in Denver; and Colorado Department of Education data on school choice 
within school districts 

Denver children who attend 
suburban schools

= 5 STUDENTS

SHERIDAN

JEFFCO

LITTLETON
ENGLEWOOD

AURORA

CHERRY CREEK
VILAS / HOPE

Suburbs take more students than they give to Denver
Denver Public Schools lost about 5,500 
students to suburban districts last year, 
and DPS gained about 3,900 suburban kids 
who chose city schools. Southwest areas 
account for nearly half of the Denver 
students in suburban districts. Each dot 

represents five students who go to one 
of the seven suburban districts that draw 
the most Denver kids. Based on students' 
home ZIP codes, the dots are randomly 
placed within one of the 17 areas created 
by overlapping neighborhood and ZIP code 

boundaries. The accompanying chart 
shows that DPS loses the most students to 
Jefferson County, statewide Hope Online 
Charter, Littleton and Sheridan schools. 
Cherry Creek and Aurora send more 
students to DPS than they take.

and dramatically declining enrollment
in thoseneighborhoodschools.

In southwest Denver, parents can
avoid DPS’ middle-school system of
sixththrougheighthgradesby choosing
Jeffco elementaries, which go through
sixthgrade.

Angie Walter, who lives in the Sloan’s
Lake area of Denver, felt strongly
againstsendingherdaughter,PiperRos-
en, to sixth grade in a middle school.Af-
ter fifth grade at Denver’s Colfax Ele-
mentary,PiperwenttoVivianElementa-
ry in JeffersonCountyfor sixthgrade.

“I didn’t think a sixth-grade girl
should be around eighth-grade boys,”
Walter said. “I also wanted a Jefferson
County school because Denver Public
Schoolsare just rougher.”

Piper is now in eighth grade in Jeffco
and will attend Wheat Ridge High
Schoolthis fall, Waltersaid.

From the Barnum neighborhood
south to the city’s southwest tip, about
2,200 children attend Jefferson County,
Littleton, Englewood or Sheridan
schools.

Jeffcoand Littletonschoolsespecially
are taking more students from Denver
than they give, accordingto the analysis
of DPS and suburbanschooldata.

Lastyear, Denver lost about1,800 stu-
dentsto Jeffco,while DPS pickedup 900
students from Jeffco. The split with Lit-
tleton was even more one-sided. Little-
ton attracted 530 Denver students and
lostonly 70 of its residentsto DPS.

In southwest Denver’s Fort Logan
neighborhood,more children go to sub-
urban schools than to Denver’s public
schools. In the nearby Marston neigh-
borhood, almost as many Anglo stu-
dents go to Jefferson County schools as
Denverschools,the analysis found.

Districtwide, about 5,500 students
have left Denver for suburban schools,
while DPS attracted 3,900 from sur-
rounding cities — a third to DPS char-
ters.

Some officials think DPS actually lost
more students to the suburbs in earlier
years and has regained some through
its chartersand less-crowdedwest Den-
ver schools, though they aren’t sure the
statisticsare reliable.

And on the east side of Denver,DPS is
attracting more than three times as
many students from the Cherry Creek
district than it is losing and twice as
many from Aurora.

Cherry Creek’s desirable schools fill
up quickly, so parents may turn to DPS
charters or magnets, and the Glendale
portion of the Cherry Creek district has
no schoolsbut is surroundedby Denver.

Like Denver, Aurora has many
poor-performing public schools and
low-income students. In a parents’ sur-
vey commissioned by DPS, only Aurora
schoolsrankedlowerthanDPS in a com-
parisonof metroarea schools.

Classic case
Farthertothesouthin Denver,theVil-

lages at Raccoon Creek subdivision in
Grant Ranch and its cul-de-sacs are a
microcosmof how choiceplays out.

Three elementary schools from three
school districtsare within a mile radius.
And two — JeffersonCounty’sBlue Her-
on and Denver’s Grant Ranch K-8 char-
terschool— are withinsightof eachoth-
er, only2,000 feetapart.

BothMelodiePolidoriHarris and Lisa
Davis chose Blue Heron, a high-rated
school.

Harris said DPS was never really an
option for William, a third-grader, or
Grace, a first-grader,becauseof the dis-

trict’spooracademicreputation.
“I didn’t want my children to be prod-

uctsof DenverPublicSchools,”said Har-
ris, who graduated from Jeffco schools.
“That’s not to say they’re all bad, be-
cause most of the people that go to the
GrantRanchschoolare fairly happy.”

Instead, the choice for William came
down to Blue Heron, a new school, and
Littleton’sWilder Elementary,an excel-
lent-ratedschoolabouta mile away.

WhenLittletonacceptedWilliam,Har-
ris had 24 hoursto make a decision.

“I tell you my stomach was in knots,”
shesaid.

Harris chose Blue Heron for its prox-
imity. Now, William and Gracetake part
in a “walking car pool” in which parents
take turns with the half-mile trek to
schooleverymorningand afternoon.

Davis startedher son, Quin, in kinder-
garten at Grant Ranch, but transferred
to Blue Heron after first grade. She said
she loved the teachers, but school offi-
cials spent a lot of time talking about
rules and focusingon kids — not her son
— who wereactingout,she said.

“(Quin) rarely wanted to go to
school,” she said. “He was very frustrat-
ed.”

Largerclasssizes, lackof a planforad-
vanced-learning students and the big-
ger K-8 campus compared with the
smaller elementary also persuaded
Davis to switch Quin to Blue Heron for
second grade. He’s thriving this year in
thirdgradethere,Davis said.

“He loves to go to school. He actually
walks in the door, gets his homework
outand does it,”she said.

Stephanie Cavallaro also started her
children — Jack, a fourth-grader, and
Adalyn, a first-grader — at Grant

Continued from previous page

Continued on next page

Hear more
parent views at
RockyMountain-
News.com

P A R E N T S ’ V O I C E S

“The majority of schools have
programs that parents don’t
participate in. No matter if
we are Hispanic, Caucasian
or African-American, as
parents, we have to have
more responsibility over our
children.”

Maria Rodarte, mother of a sophomore at
DPS’ Montbello High and a sixth-grader at

DPS’ Martin Luther King Jr. Early College

One-third of the 3,900 suburban kids in DPS are enrolled in its charter schools.

Melodie Polidori Harris, left, takes orange juice out of the refrigerator while
her daughter, Grace, 6, makes pancakes and her son, Will, 8, puts waffles in the
toaster. Although they live in southwest Denver, Will, a third-grader, and Grace,

a first-grader, go to Jefferson County’s Blue Heron Elementary School. The
boundary between the suburban district and Denver Public Schools lies just
beyond the fence in their backyard. Both schools are within walking distance.

Addie Cavallaro, 7, a first-grader at Grant Ranch K-8, loves the way her
warm pancake feels against her face as she eats breakfast in the school
cafeteria. Her mother, Stephanie Cavallaro, enrolled her children in the
DPS school, even though they are surrounded by schools in other districts
with better CSAP test scores, because she believes in Denver Public
Schools. The free breakfast is just a perk of having her kids in DPS.

Choices in Denver Public Schools
The types of public schools available to Denver families have increased in
the past 15 years. Here’s a look:

n Traditional neighborhood schools:
They serve students living within a geo-
graphic boundary. Every Denver home is
assigned to a neighborhood school. No
special applications are required. The
district receives 100 percent of state and
local per-pupil funding for each student
enrolled. DPS provides transportation
beyond a certain distance from school.
Elementary students can ride school
buses if they live more than a mile away.
n Magnet programs: They offer special
programs and were originally designed
to encourage racial integration. Anyone
in the district may apply to attend and
will receive transportation, if chosen. The
district receives 100 percent of per-pupil
funding for each student. Examples: the
computer magnet programs at North and
Thomas Jefferson high schools and
Academia Ana Marie Sandoval De Lengua-
je Dual Montessori.
n Alternative schools: They serve stu-
dents with special needs, typically those
who are struggling or have dropped out

of other schools. The district receives 100
percent of per-pupil funding for each
student. Example: Emily Griffith Opportu-
nity High School.
n Charter schools: They are operated by
independent groups of parents, teachers,
community members or education man-
agement organizations under a contract
or charter with the Denver school board.
Charters can establish their own curricu-
lum, budget and hiring practices but
must follow state and federal laws. The
district passes along an average of 95
percent of per-pupil funding to charters
for each student they enroll. Students
may apply from across the district. Exam-
ple: Omar D. Blair Edison Charter School.
n Contract schools: They are operated
by independent groups under a contract
with the Denver school board. They’re
similar to charters but contracts may be
for shorter periods and the district may
pass on less per-pupil funding, depend-
ing on the contract. Example: The online
Connections Academy.

C O N T A C T
n Reporter Nancy Mitchell:
mitchelln@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5245
n Reporter Burt Hubbard:
hubbardb@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5107
n Photographer Judy DeHaas:
dehaasj@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-2916

T H E S E R I E S
n MONDAY: Denver Public Schools
aren’t enrolling about 25 percent of
the city’s school-age children, a study
by the Rocky Mountain News and the
Piton Foundation has found.
n TUESDAY: A fourth of all Anglo kids
in Denver go to private schools. It’s
almost half of all school-age kids in
some areas.
n TODAY: In some parts of southwest
Denver, up to half the school-age
children go to suburban schools.
n THURSDAY: Charter school enroll-
ment has grown 300 percent in six
years, with black families most likely
to choose them.
n FRIDAY: Northwest Denver exempli-
fies the tensions over reforming
schools.
n MONDAY, April 23: Hispanics are
most likely to choose neighborhood
schools, but they increasingly are
exercising choice.
n TUESDAY, April 24: What lies ahead
for DPS?

Continued from page 11
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Schools close to the border
For southwest Denver residents, many suburban public schools 
are closer to their homes, and often rated higher by the state, 
than the closest DPS schools.

BURT HUBBARD AND CHARLES CHAMBERLIN/ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS

Percent of all Denver 
children ages 5 to 17
who attended 
suburban schools
last year

1 TO 5%

6 TO 10%

11 TO 15%
16 TO 20%

MORE THAN 20%

Source: Rocky Mountain News analysis of data from suburban school districts. 

Suburban flight
About 5,500 children who live in Denver attended suburban schools 
last year, with nearly half in the southwest part of the city. These are 
the percentages of the children in each of 17 areas of Denver who 
attend suburban schools. The map divides the city based on ZIP 
codes and neighborhood boundaries.

Kaiser Elementary
got a wake-up call
in 2005-2006 when
Denver Public
Schools announced
it would close some
half-empty schools.

The alarm rang even louder when
school board member Michelle Moss
said Kaiser was the most likely candi-
datein southwestDenver.

The K-6 school’s enrollment had de-
clined over five years, languishing in
2005 at 277 students in a building that
can accommodate 560. About half the
school-age kids in the surrounding
Fort Logan neighborhood attended
nearbysuburbanschools.

Second-year Principal Richard Sin-
clairwentto work.

“Whenit came down the pipe that we
were going to be closing schools, I said,
‘Herewe go,’ ” Sinclairrecalled.

He startedtoursand openhousesfor
parents and enlisted the local home-
owners association to cover the neigh-
borhoodwith fliers.

NoraNichols,thevolunteerparentin-
volvementcoordinator,persuadedstu-
dents’ parents to spread the word

aboutKaiser.
“This year, people came back,” Sin-

clairsaid.
Enrollment rose to 334. Some class-

rooms had more new studentsthan re-
turningstudents,he said.

Now the school, rated average by the
state for the past two years, is concen-
trating on academic achievement.The
school is about 60 percent Hispanic,
and 64 percent of students qualify for
free-or reduced-pricelunches.

The school uses monthly posters to
trackprogressin eachclasson learning
essential skills in reading, writing and
math, he said. After three weeks, stu-
dents who have not masteredthe skills
get a refresher course and after-school
tutoring,Sinclairsaid.

At the end of the month, staff mem-
bers do what Sinclair calls the gallery
walk by the posters. They can see the
percentage of students in each grade
who have attained 12 to 15 skills listed

on eachposter.
Staff members, including art and

physical educationteachers, are asked
to sign off on how they plan to help stu-
dentsachievethenextmonth’sskills.

The schoolalso tracksacademicper-
formance and behavior for each stu-
dent with a system of green and yellow
lights.

The cafeteria even has a traffic light
that changes between green and yel-
low, depending on the noise volume at
lunch,Sinclairsaid.

At monthly pep rallies, Sinclair asks
all students who have achieved the
“green light” for mastering academic
skills to stand up, leaving the rest sit-
ting on the floor.

“What you see is almost every kid in
the place standing up,” Sinclair said.
“For the kids not standing, it’s really
powerful.”

BurtHubbard

L E A V I N G T O L E A R N DPS receives $6,794 of state and local funding this year for each student.

I S S U E : M A R K E T I N G Kaiser Elementary School
n Location: 4500 S. Quitman St. in the
Fort Logan neighborhood
n Enrollment: 367, in kindergarten
through sixth grade, with capacity for
560, including early education.
n Demographics: 57 percent Hispan-

ic, 29 percent white, 10 percent Asian, 3
percent black, 1 percent American
Indian
n Low income: 64 percent eligible for
free or reduced-price lunches.
n State rating: Average

Ranch. She likes the K-8 format as an
alternativeto middleschool.

She said both children will attend
thesame schoolfor five years.

Cavallaro,a teacherfor nine years in
Englewood, said research has shown
that children at K-8 schools in other
parts of the country have higher aca-
demicachievementthanthoseat tradi-
tionalelementaryschools.

She also wanted a neighborhood
school.

“I made the decision that we would
go to our homeschoolunlesstherewas
a reasonnotto,”she said.

Kristie and Craig Hopp have experi-
enced all three school districts with
their four daughters.

TheywereatDPS’ MarramaElemen-
tary when the family lived near Denver
InternationalAirport.

When the family moved to south-
west Denver about 10 years ago, Nor-
mandy Elementary in Jefferson Coun-
ty was the nearest school. Grant
Ranchhad not beenbuilt.

Besides, Kopp said, Tami, the old-
est, was behind in some subjects by
moving from a Denver school to a Jef-
fersonCountyschool.

When it was time for Tami to enter
high school, the choice came down to
one of the Littletonhigh schoolsor the
newDakotaRidge High in Jeffco.

The family chose Heritage in Little-
ton with its long record of offering ad-
vancedclasses.Theotherthreedaugh-
ters have followedTami’s lead, includ-
ing twins Tracie and Tonia, who are
juniorsthis year.

“It is what worked for our kids,” said
Kopp. “I am very happy with the
choiceI made.”

Even though residents of the Cross-
ing attenda varietyof schools,the kids
still play together, and the parents of-
ten socializeon weekends.

But the potpourri of schools some-
times led to awkward social moments
when the topic turned to which
schoolswerebest,Cavallarosaid.

So they cameto an understanding.
“We agreed that we all are making

theright choicefor our kids.”

Continued from previous page

Grace Harris, 6, gets ready to put on her shoes to walk to Blue Heron Elementary with brother Will, 8.

Sixth-graders Angel Rodriguez, left, Lauren Trujillo and Janesa
Stollsteimer check out trophies that will be handed out at DPS’ Kaiser

Elementary School during a monthly pep rally. Principal Richard Sinclair
rewards classrooms that show improvement.
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L E A V I N G T O L E A R N

Charter students account for 9 percent of Denver Pub-

lic Schools’ 73,000 students, a figure expected to keep grow-

ing.n About 13 percent of black students in DPS attend

charters, more than twice the rate of Hispanic or Anglo stu-

dents.n These independently run schools create more

choice for parents, but, by law, DPS passes along to them,

on average, 95 percent of the students per-pupil funding.

Lured to Denver to work for Mayor
John Hickenlooper, Peter Chapman
moved his family from Boston to the
far northeast neighborhood of Green
ValleyRanchin fall 2003.

He and his wife, Gail Busby, quickly
enrolledtheir son, Evan, in a neighbor-
hoodpublicschool.

Before the year was over, they had
signedhim up to go elsewhere.

Like a growing number of the city’s
families, they have chosen a charter
school over the traditional options in
Denver Public Schools. Evan is a
fourth-graderat Omar D. Blair Edison
CharterSchool.

Enrollment in DPS charter schools
grew by 300 percent — to 6,846 — from
2000 to 2006. At the same time, enroll-
ment in traditional DPS schools fell by
4,028students.

A study by the Rocky Mountain
News and the nonprofitPiton Founda-
tion shows that families like Chap-
man’s and Busby’s are leading that

trend — black families with enough in-
cometo make schoolchoiceseasily.

More than half of all black students
enrolled in DPS last year did not at-
tend their neighborhood schools, edg-
ing out Anglo studentsby a slight mar-
gin and Hispanic studentsby substan-
tiallymore,thestudyfound.

And in exercising that choice, black
students in DPS are twice as likely as
Anglos or Hispanics to pick charter
schools over other options, such as
magnetprograms.

Thirteen percent of all black stu-
dents in DPS now enroll in charter
schools, compared with 5.9 percent of
Anglo students and 5.6 percent of His-
panic students, according to the
Rocky analysis.

Add income to the mix and the num-
bers go up, with 15 percent of all mid-
dle- or higher-income black families
choosingcharters.

Chapman isn’t surprised that black
families aren’t settling for the schools
closestto theirhomes.

“As African-American families move
up the socioeconomic ladder, as in-
come increases, as educational attain-

Continued on next page
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Charters’
enrollment
exploding

Flip to page 41

Jordan Hancock, 11, son of Denver City Council President Michael Hancock,
makes a presentation Feb. 27 about world religion in his class at Omar D. Blair

Edison Charter School. Before going to Blair, Jordan attended a private grade
school and a DPS magnet school that required a bus ride of up to an hour each way.

38 NEWS  ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS THURSDAY 4/19/07



THURSDAY 4/19/07 ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS  NEWS 41

C O N T A C T
n Reporter Nancy Mitchell:
mitchelln@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5245
n Reporter Burt Hubbard:
hubbardb@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5107
n Photographer Judy DeHaas:
dehaasj@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-2916

Hear more
parent views at
RockyMountain-
News.com

P A R E N T S ’ V O I C E S

“We do have great academic
options and opportunities
at most of the schools in
our southeast area, but we
need to bring that to the rest
of DPS.”

Michele Olree, mother of three students
at DPS’ Cory Elementary School

ment increases, I think our demands in
terms of education increase accord-
ingly,”Chapmansaid.

Colorado lawmakers, led by former
Gov. Bill Owens when he was a state
senator, paved the way for charter
schools in the state in 1993. DPS now is
hometo 20 charters,withmore planned.

Charter students account for 9 per-
centofthedistrict’s73,000students,a fig-
ure seen as likely to increase in coming
years.A surveyof parentscommissioned
byDPS foundthat,bya 3-1 ratio,respon-
dents thought charter schools were bet-
terthanotherDPS schools.

“I think parentshave becomevery sav-
vy,” said Deborah Blair-Minter, princi-
pal of Omar D. Blair, the largest charter
school in Denver, with 763 students.
“They will shop around until they find
theright schoolfor theirkids.”

Denver charters also pull in students
from outsidethe district.A DPS analysis
found that a third of the 3,900 students
who come into DPS each day from the
suburbsgo to charterschools.

Someparentswantthespecializedcur-
riculum offered by a charter, such as the
popular Core Knowledge or Edison. But
some Denver charters also have proven
to beacademicpowerhouses.

The Denver School of Science and
Technology Charter is one of only two
high schools in the city rated excellent
by the state. And KIPP Sunshine Peak
Academy,a middleschool,is outperform-
ing its DPS peers with similar popula-
tionsof childrenin poverty.

Yet the district hasn’t always wel-
comed charters. Under Colorado law,
DPS passesalongto chartersan average
of 95 percent of local and state per-pupil
fundingfor eachstudentthey enroll.

So some educatorshave seen charters
as competitors for scarce financial re-
sources, rather than partners in teach-
ing kids. Superintendent Michael Ben-
net,who took over DPS in July 2005, sees
themas both.

“The financial effect is not the charter
schools’ fault,” he said, noting that DPS
has tried to operate the same number of
schools while serving thousands fewer
childrenin the pastfew years.

“Thebig effectis thatthe fixedcostper
kid goesup,”he said, referringto expens-
es such as building utilities and mainte-
nance. “That’s the financial cost, but
that’sthedistrict’sissue.”

Bennet said the politics of charter vs.
traditional schools can obscure the real
issue:Are kids learning?

“What we need here are a lot more
good schools,” he said. “That’s what I’m
interested in, whether they’re DPS
schools, charter schools, contract
schools. Whatever they are, we’ve got to
make thembetter.”

Charters by neighborhood
In some Denver neighborhoods, the

percentage of children in charters is
much higher than the district average of
10 percent.

More than 30 percent of school-age
children in the Cole neighborhood in
northeastDenverattendedcharterslast
year, largely becauseColeMiddle School
was converted to a charter after failing
to meet performance levels mandated
under state law. The nearby Clayton
neighborhoodalsohadhigh percentages
of charterenrollment.

The Cole conversion aside, Green Val-
ley Ranch postedthe highest charteren-

rollmentrate,nearly19 percent.
There, Omar D. Blair Charter, named

for the first black president of the Den-
ver school board, has become a beacon
for professional families who want an al-
ternative to struggling neighborhood
schools.

Every elementary school in far north-
east Denver is rated low by the state, ex-
cept for the elementary grades at Blair,
whichare ratedaverage.Blair serveskin-
dergartenthrougheighthgrade.

Its enrollment is 48 percent black —
more than double the DPS average —
and 40 percent low-income in a district
witha povertyrateof 67 percent.

Blair-Minter,the daughter of Omar D.
Blair and a DPS graduate and 20-year
DPS teacherand administrator,careful-
ly chose her words when asked why
blackparentsare the most likely to exer-
ciseschoolchoice.

“I think sometimes they feel like we
haven’tgottentheeducationfor our kids
we really want,”she said, “and we are go-
ing to keeplookingfor it untilwe’rereally
satisfied.”

Hancock’s travels
Charters may be attracting many stu-

dents in far northeastDenver becauseof
theperceptionthatschoolsin GreenVal-
ley Ranch and adjacent Montbello are
notup to par.

A reputation for violence has plagued
some schools there. A fatal stabbing in
the school cafeteria at Montbello High
School in 2005 only added to safety con-
cerns some parents had about the
school.

And years after a national TV news
show depicted discipline problems at
what is now called Martin Luther King
Jr. Early College, some parents still cite
it as a reasonto avoid the school.

“I have never stepped foot into the
school, but I don’t need to send my kids

into no kind of wild environment,” said
one Montbellomom who mentioned the
show.She askednot to be identified.

Denver City Council President Micha-
el Hancock, who represents far north-
east Denver, also was hesitant about
neighborhoodoptions when he and wife
Mary began looking at schools for Jor-
dan,11, and Janaé,8.

“Wecouldn’tfinda schoolwehad confi-
dencein then in Montbello,”he said.

So the Hancocks, who are black, en-
rolled Jordan in the private Union Bap-
tist Excel Institute for kindergarten and
first grade. Then they switched both
kids to Knight FundamentalAcademy,a
back-to-basicsDPS magnetprogram.

Both schools were academicallyrigor-
ous and, because most of their students
are black, they focus more on Afri-
can-Americanhistory.Thatwasparticu-
larly important for Michael Hancock,
who says DPS did a poor job teaching
him blackhistory.

He remembers sitting in a class at his
mostly white small college in Nebraska
and hearing his classmates talk about
blackleadershe did not know.

“I sat there and told myself, ‘never
again,’ ” he recalled. “We want our kids
to have somesenseof theirhistory.”

But the school bus ride from their
Montbello neighborhood to Knight in
the Belcaro area southeast of central
Denver took 45 minutes to an hour each
way.

Then they heard about Blair charter,
opening in fall 2004 only a few blocks
from their new home in Green Valley
Ranch.

MaryHancocksaidtheylikedtherigor-
ous Edison curriculum,a nationalmodel
that requires a longer school day and
year and assesses kids’ learning month-
ly.That,and thepromiseof smallerclass-

Continued from previous page

Continued on next page
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O N L I N E
at RockyMountainNews.com

n Video: See how Principal Antwan
Wilson is remaking Montbello High.
n Slide show: See more photos.
n School comparisons: Compare
schools near you.
n Chat at 10 a.m. today on Rocky
Talk Live with Principal Deborah
Blair-Minter of Omar D. Blair Charter.
See comments and share yours.

Surveyed parents said 3-to-1 that charters are better than other DPS schools.

T H E S E R I E S
n MONDAY: Denver Public Schools
aren’t enrolling about 25 percent of
the city’s school-age children, a study
by the RockyMountainNews and
the Piton Foundation has found.
n TUESDAY: A fourth of all Anglo kids
in Denver go to private schools. It’s
almost half of all school-age kids in
some areas.
n WEDNESDAY: In some southwest
Denver areas, half the school-age
children go to suburban schools.
n TODAY: Charter school enrollment
has grown 300 percent in six years,
with black families most likely to
choose them.
n FRIDAY: Northwest Denver exempli-
fies the tensions over reforming
schools.
n MONDAY, April 23: Hispanics are
most likely to choose neighborhood
schools, but they increasingly are
exercising choice.
n TUESDAY, April 24: What lies ahead
for DPS?
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Charter enrollment up 300 percent

Source: Rocky Mountain News analysis of Denver Public Schools data 
for  2005-2006 school year for Denver students ages 5 to 17.

Denver’s charter schools, which 
operate independently under 
contract with the DPS school 
board, have exploded in popular-
ity in the past six years, with a 300 
percent increase in enrollment, to 
6,846 students this year. The 
percentage breakdown by 

neighborhood of the DPS students 
who chose charters in 2005–2006  
shows that charters are especially 
popular among northeast Denver 
families. By law, DPS gives 
charters, on average, about 95 
percent of their students’ 
per-pupil funding.

Percent of DPS students 
age 5–17 attending 
charter schools
in 2005–2006

0 TO 5%

6 TO 10%

10 TO 15%
15 TO 30%

MORE THAN 30%

Continued from page 39

Buffalo soldier re-enactor Fred Applewhite, above, visits Omar D. Blair
Edison Charter School in far northeast Denver in February. He and fellow
re-enactor John Bell described for students what it was like to belong to the

first peacetime all-black regiments in the regular Army. The school, which has
a predominantly black student body, offers a rigorous academic curriculum
and a strong emphasis on black history.

Principal Deborah Blair-Minter directs traffic in front of Omar D. Blair
Edison Charter School as parents pick up their children. Blair-Minter is the
daughter of the school’s namesake, the first black DPS school board president.

Peter Chapman helps his son, Evan, 10, look up a word in the dictionary for his
homework on a March evening. Chapman and his wife chose Omar D. Blair
Edison Charter School because the neighborhood school didn’t satisfy them.
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Fran Roberson would like to send
her daughters to Montbello High.

It’s right down the street from their
home in far northeast Denver, and she
is a proudalum, Class of ’86.

“These are my old stomping
grounds,” she said, a smile flashing
acrossher face.Thenthe smile fades.

“I know they’re trying to make it bet-
ter,and I knowit takestime,butI’m sor-
ry,”she said, “it’snot readyyet.”

Few schoolsin Denver have beensad-
dled with a reputation as bad as Mont-
bello’s.“Mont-ghetto,”as studentsonce
calledit, was the scene of the first homi-
cidein DenverPublicSchools’history.

Leading such a school as more Den-
ver families are exercising choice about
where to educate their children might
daunt some principals. But little seems
to intimidate Antwan Wilson, the
6-foot-4 Kansas native who took over
Montbelloin July 2005.

Some in the community call him “the
answer,” as in the answer to a prayer,
and he has made remarkable progress
in reshaping the school. This past fall,
1,700 students enrolled at Montbello —
up from1,400 the year before.

“We want the kids, but we want the
right kids,” Wilson said. “This is not a
free-for-all.”

That1,700 figurehas sincedroppedto
1,580, he said, because some students
wouldn’tfollowschoolrules.

“We’re going to enforce the rules.
We’renotgoing to bendthem,”he said.

Educationneeds to be a No. 1 or No. 2
priority, along with family or jobs, Wil-
son said.

“I believefor some of our students,it’s
priority No. 5 or 6, and that’s a prob-
lem,”he added.“If your priorityis gangs
or something else, then this isn’t the
placefor you.”

While improving discipline sends a
message to students, Wilson says aca-
demicrigor will win overparents.

“Thebottomline is theywantthebest
school they can get that is also conve-
nientfor them,”he said.

So his recruitingmessage— delivered
in DVDs mailed to about 450 neighbor-
hood families last spring — focuses
heavily on college and the school’s new
curriculum.

“Fifty-nine percent of our seniors ap-
plied to college as of today,” he said on
Feb. 1. “Forty-five percent have gotten
acceptance letters. That will help par-
entswho believeyou’vegot to send your
child to another high school if you want
themto go to college.”

Other highlights include 350 fresh-
men who came to school two weeks ear-
ly last fall for an “academy”designed to
ease the transition to high school. And
about 150 students are taking college

coursesalongwith high schoolclasses.
Then there’s the Denver Scholarship

Foundation. It chose Montbello as one
of threecityhigh schoolsto pilot its pro-
gram covering college costs for DPS
graduateswhostay in Colorado.

“I know of at least 10 kids who came
backspecificallyfor that,”Wilson said.

In additionto theDVDs, recruitingef-
fortsincludesendingMontbellocounse-
lors to DPS middle schools and bring-
ing in 750 eighth-graders to tour the
school. Angela Robertson, the school’s
community liaison, wrote a personal
thank-younoteto eachof them.

“I’ve had a lot of parents call and in-
quire,” she said. “That’s good. That
means the kids are going home and tell-
ing theirparentsaboutMontbello.”

Isabella Allen, a community activist
whohas livedin theMontbelloneighbor-
hoodfor 28 years, said the communityis
buzzingwith praise for Wilson, from her
church to the local rec center to the
Boys’and Girls’ Club.

“Hehas made a difference,”she said.
Roberson, the Montbello alumna, at-

tended a DPS community forum at the
school on March 22. She brought her
daughter, Tashay, who will enter high
school this fall, and younger daughter
Seanae.

RobersonwasexcitedtohearthatWil-
son plans a schooldress codethis fall. “I
really like him,”she said.

But Wilson knows the school still has
a ways to go. He expects that changing
its image will takethreeyears.

That is not soon enough for Tashay
Roberson.She’s been acceptedat DPS’
Thomas JeffersonHigh and is No. 12 on
the waiting list at the Denver School of
Scienceand TechnologyCharter.

Meanwhile, her mom is watching
whatWilson doesat Montbello.

“I’veheard he’sgettingrid of students
whodon’twantto behere,”Fran Rober-
son said. “Butit’s stillnot enoughyet.”

NancyMitchell

L E A V I N G T O L E A R N
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Denver students in charter 
schools in the 2005-06 
school year
    CHARTER 
     SCHOOLS
 IN DPS PCT. NO.
Black 11,409 12.6 1,433
Low-income  7,875 11.6 914
Not low  3,534 14.7 519

Hispanic 37,354 5.6 2,080
Low-income  31,005 5.4 1,668
Not low  6,349 6.5 412

Anglo 11,939 5.9 706
Low-income 2,955 6.3 187
Not low  8,984 5.8 519

All 63,334 6.9 4,219* 
Low-income 43,356 6.5 2,836
Not low income 19,978 7.6 1,523

Source: Rocky Mountain News analysis 
of Denver Public Schools data 

* Does not include 140 Asian or American
Indian students.

Black students 
drawn to charters
The percentage of DPS’ black 
students in charter schools in 
2006 was twice as high as the 
percentage of Anglo or Hispanic 
students who chose charters. 
Low income is measured by 
eligibility for free or reduced-
price lunches.

Members of the Montbello High School Drum Line play in front of the
DPS school in early March as a sendoff for the basketball team before its

tournament game. Principal Antwan Wilson is emphasizing academics
first but also wants to create enthusiam for the school’s athletic teams.

This past fall, 1,700 students enrolled at Montbello, up from 1,400 in fall 2005.
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Explosive growth
DPS charter enrollment has 
risen each year since 1998.

   PERCENT
  OF DPS
YEAR NUMBER STUDENTS

1998 1,082 1.6

1999  1,247 1.8

2000 1,731 2.4

2001 2,097 2.9

2002 2,579 3.6

2003 3,316  4.6

2004 5,969 8.2

2005 6,467  8.9

2006 6,846  9.3
Source: Denver Public Schools 

Enrollment, including 
suburban residents

Wilson, left, talks to students who came to Montbello from New Orleans.

I S S U E : R E B U I L D I N G A N I M A G E

TopDPS charters by enrollment
1. OMAR D. BLAIR EDISON CHARTER
n Grades: K-8 in far northeast
Denver
n Enrollment: 763
n Approach: National Edison
Schools curriculum, including
monthly assessments and longer
school days

2. WYATT-EDISON CHARTER
n Grade: K-8 in north central Denver
n Enrollment: 660
n Approach: Edison curriculum

3. RIDGEVIEW ACADEMY
n Grades: 9-12 in Watkins, char-
tered through DPS
n Enrollment: 491
n Approach: State’s first charter
school for juvenile offenders

4. HIGHLINE ACADEMY
n Grades: K-8 in southeast Denver
n Enrollment: 452
n Approach: Popular Core Knowl-
edge curriculum created by Universi-
ty of Virginia emeritus professor
E.D. Hirsch Jr., which defines what
students should learn at each grade
level.

5. DENVER ARTS AND TECHNOLOGY
ACADEMY (DATA)
n Grades: K-8 in northwest Denver
n Enrollment: 448
n Approach: Combines classical
education with technology, man-
aged by Mosaica Inc., an internation-
al charter company

NancyMitchell

es, spurred the Hancocks to switch to
Blair.

“I don’t know if all charters are like
that,butI knowin a regularDenverPub-
lic Schools setting you’re going to have a
lot of kids in the classroom,” she said.
“It’sjust notenoughteachers.”

Diversity or academics?
For some minority couples in Denver,

choosing schools requires a balancing
actwith competingvalues.

Do they want their kids in the tough-
est possible curriculum, even if most of
their classmatesare white, as is the case
with some honors or International Bac-
calaureateprogramsin DPS?

Or do they sacrificeacademic rigor for
a morediverseneighborhoodschool?

It’s a dilemma that Peter Chapman,
who attendedelite privateschoolsgrow-
ing up in Manhattan,knowswell.

“From the time I was extremelyyoung
until I was 12, I was one of just a handful
of children of color,” he said. “There is
somethingyou miss in privateschools.”

Before the move to Denver, his son,
Evan, had been in the same position in
his suburbanBoston school, in a district
respectedfor its academics.

For now, Chapman and Busby said,
Blair offers the happy combinationof di-
versityand rigor.

“I am very encouraged by the fact he
brings home tons of homework and he
complains about too much homework,”
Chapman said. “I’ve looked at a lot of his
assignments, especially the math, and
I’m pleased.”

But the couplealso said Blair must de-
liver on some promises made when the
schoolopened— offeringworld languag-
es, including Spanish, and instrumental
music.

Theirbottomline is academics.
“You have wonderful opportunities to

exposethemto cultureand otherexperi-
enceson the weekends,when they’renot
in school,”Busbysaid.

And yes, they would consider private
school for Evan, now 10, and his younger
sister,Alana, who’s 3, if they becomedis-
satisfiedwithBlair.

“We know, absolutely, it’s an option,”
Busbysaid.

Continued from previous page

MontbelloHigh School
n Location: 5000 Crown Blvd. in the
Montbello neighborhood, which is
45 percent black, 37 percent Hispan-
ic and 13 percent white.
n Enrollment: 1,580 students in
grades 9- 12, with capacity for 1,945.
n Demographics: 57 percent Hispan-
ic, 34 percent black, 5 percent Anglo,
3 percent Asian and American
Indian
n Low-income: 73 percent qualify
for free or reduced-price lunches.
n State rating: Low and stable.

Wilson patrols the hallways to make sure students are dressed properly.
Video:See PrincipalAntwanWilson as hereshapesMontbello High
School. Online at RockyMountain News.com
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Jennifer Draper Carson is on a mis-
sion — find the bestpossiblepublicele-
mentary school near her northwest
Denver home for her 21/2-year-old-son,
Henry.

Joelle Pacheco is anxious about
what Denver Public Schools can offer
her children, too. Her daughter, Kayla,
is thriving at North High School, yet
the district is revamping it. Her other
daughter, Arianna, suffered through a
series of substitute teachers at Brown
Elementary as the school was trans-
formed into a more rigorous Interna-
tionalBaccalaureatecurriculum.

Carson and Pacheco are the two fac-
es of northwestDenver.

Carson is among hundreds of new
families in the area, many of them Ang-
lo, with young children about to enter
school.

Pachecois amongthousandsof long-
time Hispanic residents of the area
who often are frustratedby the drastic

changes in their children’s schoolsand
what they say is the district’s indiffer-
enceto their input.

DPS needsthemboth.
The district is struggling to improve

the quality of its many poor-perform-
ing schools and boost the shrinking
neighborhood school enrollment that
threatensits health.

Tensions over curricula and values
exist throughout the district. But per-
sistently poor quality and the need to
closeschoolsbecauseof toomanyemp-
ty classrooms make the northwest a
hotbed of school reform. North High
andthethreemiddleschoolsfeedingin-
to it are less than 60 percentfull — even
more underused than the district as a
whole,whichis 68 percentfull.

Gentrification is changing the area
and bringing in professionals and
young families whose children aren’t
yet in school. At the same time, school
choiceis givingbothAngloandHispan-
ic families options that draw them
awayfrom theneighborhoodschools.

From2000 to 2005, thenumberof An-
glo births rose while Hispanic births

Continued on next page

Story by Burt Hubbard
Photos by Judy DeHaas
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DPS change
in direction
stirs tension

In the northwest sector of Denver Public Schools,

North High and the three middle schools feeding into it

are less than 60 percent full. n That unused capacity,

along with the need for better quality, makes the

northwest a hotbed of school reform.n The push for

change is urgent, but parents sometimes differ on how

schools should be improved. Tensions have increased

each time a school goes through transformation.

Lake Middle School cheerleader Savanna Lopez, 13, center, greets people coming
for a DPS middle-school choice fair for northwest Denver. Also welcoming visitors
are Shayleen Garcia, left, Selena Suazo, Mariah Trujillo and Ronisha Crockett. DPS

is trying to increase enrollment, particularly in the northwest area where schools
have many unused seats. Choice fairs are a way for schools to answer parents’
questions and describe what the schools can offer students.
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Hear more
parent views at
RockyMountain-
News.com

W H A T P A R E N T S W A N T

“I feel that children learn
best at an early age, and
exposing them to a foreign
language at a young age will
be beneficial.”

Susan Sundeen, mother of a
DPS third-grader at Cory Elementary

C O N T A C T
n Reporter Nancy Mitchell:
mitchelln@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5245
n Reporter Burt Hubbard:
hubbardb@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5107
n Photographer Judy DeHaas:
dehaasj@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-2916

Joelle Pacheco and her daughter, Arianna, a DPS fifth-grader, share a
moment at a Girl Scout forum. Pacheco, who is active in her children’s
education, didn’t like how the district went about transforming Arianna’s
school, Brown Elementary, to an International Baccalaureate program.

Arianna Pacheco, right, throws paper airplanes in the kitchen of her
family’s northwest Denver home with her classmate and fellow Girl Scout
troop member Ashlee Velasquez, 11. Arianna’s mother, Joelle Pacheco, is a
troop leader for the girls from Brown Elementary and is glad the girls have

stayed together through their
grade-school years. She is optimistic
about a DPS plan to create a K-12
school tied to North High School.

O N L I N E
at RockyMountainNews.com

n Slide show: See more photos of
northwest Denver parents.
n School comparisons: Compare
schools near you.
n Chat at 11 a.m. today at RockyTalk
Live with Brian Weber, vice president
for education at the Stapleton Founda-
tion. See others’ comments and share
your thoughts.

L E A V I N G T O L E A R N

The Anglo birth rate 
increased from 2000 to 
2005 in many northwest 
Denver neighorhoods as 
the Hispanic birth rate 
declined. The area 
includes Highland, West 
Highland, Berkeley, Regis 
and Sunnyside.

Source: Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment

Ethnic shift in northwest Denver

Northwest Denver birth statistics

Regis  

 
Berkeley Sunnyside

HighlandWest 
Highland

A = ANGLO   H = HISPANIC

Denver

 A  H A H A H A H A H A H

2000 85 45 59 72 42 227  27  23  47 213 260 580

2001 78 50 76 69 42 181 21 28 50 213 267  541

2002 95 44  92 57 54 160 34 28  47 173 322 462

2003 110 48 97 70 54 155 25 25 51 190  337 488

2004 123 41  89 48 51 122 26 27 52 167 341 405

2005 106 36 77 50 42 104 28 25 40 175 293 390

 Total
West 

Highland Highland Regis  
 
Berkeley Sunnyside
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DPS schools, on average, are using only 68 percent of available space.

fell for the five northwest neighborhoods
that traditionally have been heavily His-
panic.

The push for change is urgent, but par-
ents don’t always want the same things,
and tensions have increased each time a
schoolundergoestransformation.

Pacheco and Carson met by chance in
Februaryat a night meetingon the future
of North. They have been talking on and
off since, trying to open communications
betweenthe old and new northwestDen-
ver residents.

“I really appreciate that she wants to
bridgethegap, and thereis one,”Pacheco
said.

Both have seen tensions increase be-

tween the two groups, especially over
transforming Brown into an Internation-
al Baccalaureateschool and removing all
of the teachersto startover.

Pachecofelt thatthe districtlistenedto
Anglo parents’ desire for a new staff and
disregarded Hispanic families’ concerns
thatgood teacherswouldbe lost.

“Theydidn’t even acknowledgeus,” she
said.

Carsonbelieveshealing is essential.
“We are just not going to make it over

here in my neck of the woods if one half of
the population is striving for something
withoutthe otherhalf.”

Highland Mommies
Carson and her husband,Wade, moved

tonorthwestDenverabouttwoyearsago,
part of a wave of young Anglo families.
Shethrewherself intothecommunity,be-
coming a leader of the Highland Mom-
mies, a group of about 500 mothers, most
withprekindergartenstudents.

This year, she became executive direc-
tor of Northwest Parents for Excellent
Schools, a group that wants to improve
schools.

Through the winter and spring, with
Henry in tow, she has visited elementary
schools. She looked at Brown and its IB
program, Edison with its gifted program
and Ana MarieSandovalwithits dual-lan-
guageimmersionprogram.

She sets up tours for other parents and
organizes forums for schools to make
theirpitchesto parents.

She said Henry initially will go to the
early education program at Valdez, an-
otherschoolshe visited.

She said she is determined that Henry
will go to a diversifiedDPS school.

“I want my kid to be integrated,” she
said. “I don’t want him to be hanging out
witha bunchof otherlittlewhitekids.”

So did Kristi Conroy. She wanted her
son, Ethan, to go to the neighborhood
school,ColumbianElementarynear West
44th Avenue and Federal Boulevard, just
as she did growing up in a small town in
Texasin the 1970s.

Ethan went to the school through first
grade, and Conroy and her husband,
Brian, werehappywith thediversity.

“We loved it,” she said. “The teachers

therewereamazing.”
However, by second grade it was clear

Ethan had no friends at the predomi-
nantly Hispanic school.None of his class-
mates shared his interest in Star Wars
and robots, she said. And most of her
neighbors were sending their children to
other DPS schools or out of the district.
This year, Ethan transferred to a Jeffer-
son Countyelementaryschool.

“It stinks,” Kristi Conroy said. “But we
just felt like mommy is pushing an agen-
da that isn’t fair.”

Still, the Conroys remained on Colum-
bian’s school council. And when Colum-
bian was scheduled to make a pitch to
northwest Denver parents, it was Brian

Continued from previous page

Continued on next page

Jennifer Draper Carson introduces her 2-year-old son, Henry, to Ann
Christy, principal of Edison Elementary School, which is one block from
their house in northwest Denver. Carson is checking out neighborhood
schools for Henry to attend when he is ready for preschool at age 3 or 4.

T H E S E R I E S
n MONDAY: Denver Public Schools
aren’t enrolling about 25 percent of
the city’s school-age children, a study
by the RockyMountainNews and
the Piton Foundation has found.

n TUESDAY: A fourth of all Anglo kids
in Denver go to private schools. It’s
almost half of all school-age kids in
some areas.
n WEDNESDAY: In some areas of
southwest Denver, half the school-age
children go to suburban schools.
n THURSDAY: Charter school enroll-
ment has grown 300 percent in six
years, with black families most likely
to choose them.
n TODAY: Northwest Denver exempli-
fies the tensions over reforming
schools.
n MONDAY, APRIL 23: Hispanics are
most likely to choose neighborhood
schools, but they increasingly are
exercising choice.
n TUESDAY, APRIL 24: What lies
ahead for DPS?
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Conroywho stoodup and made the pre-
sentation.

Joelle Pacheco, 33, runs a Girl Scout
troop, teaches Sunday school and pro-
vides day care in her home. She has
watched her two daughters navigate
throughan oftentumultuousschoolsys-
tem.

Kayla attended DPS’ Skinner Middle
Schoolwhen it went througha transfor-
mation and will enter her junior year in
a revamped North High School. Pache-
co tried sending Kayla to Wheat Ridge
High School in Jefferson County for her
freshman year because of “all the bad
publicity”aboutNorth.

But Kayla wanted to be with her
friends and transferred to North this
year as a sophomore. She thrived,
Pachecosaid.She’sonthestudentcoun-
cil and earningA’s and B’s.

Pacheco’s younger daughter, Arian-

na, has been going to Brown Elementa-
ry throughits conversion.

Pacheco doesn’t object to improving
schools. And she is optimistic about a
plan to use the available space at North
to combine it with Valdez Elementary
and eventuallycreatea K-12 school.

What bothers her is the way DPS has
gone about it. She says the district has
ignoredinputfrom Hispanicparents.

“Anytime you want to make some-
thing betterand improve something for
your children for their future education
is great,” Pacheco said. “It’s just not
beena very nice process.”

She spoke out about problems in
transforming Brown, especially the dis-
missal of all of the teachers in favor of
newones.Nowshesays shefeelsalienat-
ed from the school that Kayla first at-
tended10 yearsago.

“As a parent, I think the district has a
hard time reaching out to current par-
ents,”she said.

Continued from previous page

Seven DPS middle schools have lost 26 percent to 57 percent of area students.

Jennifer Draper Carson points and tells her son, Henry, to put the blocks
back in Edison Elementary School’s kindergarten class during a tour with
Principal Ann Christy. Carson is the new leader for Northwest Parents for
Excellent Schools and is researching where to send 2-year-old Henry for
preschool. She says she’s determined to send her son to a DPS school with a
diverse student body.
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     MORE THAN 30% LOSS 
Doull –39%
Mitchell –38%
Marrama –38%
Hallett –38%
Harrington –37%
Stedman –35%
Del Pueblo –34%
Smedley  –34%
Gilpin  –33%
Smith –32%
McMeen –32%
Columbine –31%
     10 TO 30% LOSS
Holm –30%
Oakland  –29%
Fallis –28%
Westerly Creek –27%
McGlone –26%
Schmitt  –26%
Montclair –26%
Green Valley Ranch –24%
Force –22%
Newlon  –21%
Beach Court –20%
Ford  –19%
Swansea –19%
Goldrick –17%
Godsman –16%
Amesse  –16%
Eagleton –16%

Samuels –16%
Ellis –16%
Munroe –15%
Maxwell –14%
Johnson –14%
Brown –13%
Whittier (K–7) –12%
      0 TO 9% LOSS
Barnum –9%
Remington –9%
Knapp –8%
Colfax  –7%
Columbian –7%
Whiteman –6%
Asbury –6%
Ashley  –5%
College View –5%
Lena Archuleta –5%
Barrett  –3%
Cowell  –3%
Gust –2%
Cheltenham –1%
Waller 0%
     1 TO 10% GAIN
Wyman 1%
Garden Place 1%
Valverde 2%
Fairview  3%
Schenck 4%
Philips 4%
Teller 5%

Fairmont  9%
Greenwood 10%
      11 TO 30% GAIN
Castro 16%
Southmoor 21%
Traylor 22%
University Park 24%
Bradley  25%
Grant Ranch (K–8) 26%
Lowry 26%
Palmer 27%
Greenlee  27%
Bromwell  28%
Park Hill K-8 School 30%
     MORE THAN 30% GAIN
Bryant-Webster 36%
Centennial 37%
Lincoln 38%
Edison 38%
Kaiser  48%
Valdez 49%
Dora Moore School 50%
Steele 52%
Sabin 69%
Slavens 70%
Carson 81%
McKinley-Thatcher 84%
Steck 95%
Cory 95%

     45 TO 60% 
Del Pueblo  45%
Hallett  45%
Teller  48%
Fairview  50%
Bradley  55%
Wyman  57%
Smith  59%
Gilpin  59%
Valdez  60%
     61 TO 75% 
Stedman   61%
Garden Place   62%
Columbine   63%
Philips   63%
Dora Moore School 63%
Waller 65%
Smedley   65%
Greenlee   65%
Kaiser   66%
Cheltenham   66%
Fairmont   66%
University Park   66%
Doull   67%
Whiteman   69%
Brown   70%
Gust   70%
Samuels   70%
Newlon   71%
Sabin   71%

Marrama   72%
Holm   72%
Remington   73%
Cowell   74%
McKinley-Thatcher   74%
Whittier (K–7)   74%
Mitchell   74%
Centennial   75%
     76 TO 90% 
Amesse   76%
Palmer   76%
Oakland   76%
Swansea   77%
Ashley   78%
Eagleton   78%
Westerly Creek   78%
Knapp   78%
Lowry   79%
Barrett   79%
Lincoln   79%
Edison   80%
Beach Court   80%
Columbian   80%
Harrington   80%
Asbury   81%
Barnum   81%
Force   82%
Colfax   82%
Fallis   85%
Bromwell   85%

Johnson   85%
Grant Ranch (K–8)   86%
Godsman   86%
Schenck   86%
Montclair   87%
College View   87%
Valverde   87%
McMeen   87%
Carson   88%
Steele   88%
Ellis   88%
Park Hill K-8 School 88%
Lena Archuleta   89%
Schmitt   90%
     MORE THAN 90% 
Munroe   91%
Cory   93%
Steck   94%
Goldrick   94%
Green Valley Ranch 94%
McGlone   95%
Ford   96%
Bryant-Webster   97%
Slavens   98%
Southmoor   101%
Greenwood   101%
Maxwell   102%
Traylor   105%
Castro   107%

      UNDER 50% 
Smiley 34%
Horace-Mann 34%
Place 44%
Skinner 45%
Kunsmiller 49.5%
      51 TO 60% 
Hill 52%

Martin Luther King 52%
Merrill 56%
Rishel 58%
Lake 59%
      61 TO 70% 
Grant 64%
Randolph 68%

 

     71 TO 80% 
Whittier (K–7) 74%
Kepner 76%
Hamilton 78%
     81 TO 90% 
Grant Ranch (K–8) 86%
Noel 87%
Morey 88%
Henry 90%

     MORE THAN 50% LOSS   
Smiley –57%
Horace-Mann –56%
      25 TO 50% LOSS
Martin Luther King –43%
Place –38%
Rishel –35%
Grant –34%
Randolph –26%

      0 TO 24% LOSS
Kunsmiller –21%
Noel –19%
Whittier (K–7) –12%
Kepner –12%
Hill –10%
Lake –5%

    

 1 TO 24% GAIN
Henry 5%
Skinner 5%
      25 TO 50% GAIN
Hamilton 25%
Grant Ranch (K–8) 26%
Merrill 50%
     MORE THAN 50% GAIN
Morey 148%
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Elementary school losses and gains from choice

Middle school losses and gains from choice

Elementary enrollment as a percent of capacity

Middle school enrollment as a percent of capacity

Percent loss or gain 
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of choice

MORE THAN 30% LOSS

10 TO 29% LOSS

0 TO 9% LOSS
1 TO 10% GAIN

11 T0 3O% GAIN

MORE THAN 30% GAIN

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
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Enrollment as a percent 
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Grant 
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ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

Empty classrooms

Choice affects enrollment

Districtwide, Denver Public Schools filled only 68 percent of its 
classroom space in 2006. However, occupancy varies dramatically 
by school. Some have waiting lists, while others are less than half full. 
These maps show each school’s enrollment as a percent of capacity. 

Source: Rocky Mountain News analysis of Denver Public Schools data 

Source: Rocky Mountain News analysis of Denver Public Schools data 

Since the 1990s, parents have been allowed to send their children to any 
neighborhood school in DPS as long as it has space. Some schools have 
prospered, while others have lost students. These maps show the net 
gain or loss in students as a result of choice as a percentage of each 
school’s enrollment for the 2005-2006 school year.
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Northwest Denver mothers listen to new North High School Principal Joanne
Trujillo Hayes as she talks about DPS’ plans for the area. Brandy Barnes, left,
Julie Shaw and Marjorie Comer, who brought her 4-year-old daughter,
Charlotte, hear about a dual-language Montessori school planned for Valdez
Elementary, which will become a K-8 school on North’s campus.
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Polite debates over setting boundaries for
neighborhood schools sometimes mask tough
underlying issues of race and income.

Stapleton, the thriving develop-
ment in northeast Denver, is home to
an estimated 600 to 800 children un-
der theage of 6.

It also houses a population that is
mostly white and middle-class, in the
midst of a school district and a com-
munitythat is neither.

That’s created a thorny issue for
some Stapleton parents and for the
Denver school board members who
aretryingtokeepthemin DenverPub-
lic Schools:

ShouldDPS limit schoolsat Staple-
ton to residents only — creating what
some say is essentially a separate
schooldistrict?

Or should the district encourage
student flow from the outlying com-
munity,which is largely minority, into
Stapleton schools — and flow kids
from Stapleton back into the
half-empty schools ringing the devel-
opment?

“What was sold at Stapleton was a
neighborhood school — but a neigh-
borhood school within a neighbor-
hood that was going to be diverse,”
said Justin Silverstein, whose son,
Cooper, is 2. “That’s what we were
lookingfor.”

Instead,“Theschoolsjustseemrela-
tivelyupper-middleclass,”he said. “It
doesn’tnecessarilyput into play what
we were hoping for with our son’s
schools.”

So Silverstein supports opening
some seats in Stapleton to families
outsidethehousingdevelopment.

Brian Weber, Stapleton Founda-
tion vice president for education and
workforce initiatives, has proposed
creating a “zone of innovation” that
would encompass Stapleton and
parts of communitiessouth and west,
includingPark Hill.

Studentsliving in thegeographicar-
ea could choose any school within its
boundaries. To entice students from
Stapleton, struggling schools in the
surrounding area would add special
programs such as arts or dual-lan-
guageprograms.

The ideal would be opening 30 per-
cent of seats in Westerly Creek and
otherStapletonschoolsto non-neigh-
borhoodresidents,Webersaid.

DPS leaders say they’re still figur-
ing outwhatto do aboutStapleton.

“This is a completelynew way of do-
ing business for us,” Brad Jupp, DPS
senior academic adviser, said at a re-
centboardmeeting.

Board members decided then to
make one Stapleton school, Westerly
Creek, for preschool through first
grade only, accommodatingthe wave
of younger children. A nearby Staple-
tonschool,Bill Roberts,wasdesignat-
ed for preschoolthroughgrade8.

Families living in Stapleton get to
choosewhichschooltheirchildwillat-
tend. If any seats are left, families
from outlying neighborhoods can fill
them.

It’s uncertain how many seats will
be available to students outside Sta-

pleton, though, because the demand
is high.

“We turnedaway 48 3-year-oldsthis
year because there was no room,”
Westerly Creek Principal Trish Lea
said beforethe board vote. “Thereare
300 3-year-oldscomingup.”

Board members quickly asked
tough questions: What is the racial
and ethnic diversity in the area? How
will this change affect racial equity in
theseand surroundingschools?

“Could those schools draw city-
wide?” asked board member Lucia
Guzman, who is the city’s human
rights director. “Can we ask the
schoolsto try?”

Jupp, who is working with Staple-
ton parents on what they want from
DPS, said the developmentmay serve

as “a small lab” on how families
choosetheirschools.

Some parents said it’s difficult to
know whether to support opening
schools to outlying communities.
They want diversity — but they also
want seats in their neighborhood
schools.

“I don’t want Stapleton to become
kind of a gated community. It could
have the potential to become that,”
said Jennifer Shouse, who has two
childrenin DPS schools,oneatStaple-
tonand oneoutside.

On the other hand, she said, “You
did move in to have a neighborhood
school . . . Neighborhood schools al-
ways have to have room for neighbor-
hoodkids.”

NancyMitchell

Parents who start their children in
preschool in Denver Public Schools
are more likely to keep them there —
at least through third grade.

A DPS analysis shows the retention
rate is about10 percenthigher for fami-
lies who send theirchildrento DPS pre-
schoolversusa non-DPSpreschool.

Nearly 73 percent of DPS preschool-
ers in 2001-02 were still with the district
four years later, the most recent analy-
sis found, compared with 63 percent of
thosewho wentto a non-DPSprogram.

So expanding public preschool pro-
grams might seem to be one way to at-
tract — and keep — more families in
DPS.

Cheryl Caldwell, who heads early
childhood education programs for the
district,said theneedis there.

“In some parts of the community,you
have the need but not the space,” she
said. “That would be Montbello, Green

Valley and part of central southwest
Denver.Thereare waitinglists there.”

ButbecauseColoradolawdoesnotre-
quire children to enter school until age
7 — or first grade — the state does not
fundpreschoolor evenkindergartenfor
everychild.

DPS receives much less taxpayer
funding for those programs than for
first through 12th grades. Principals
who want to expand preschool classes
would have to take money from other
gradesto do it.

Kevin Fletcher,principal of Farrell B.
Howell K-8 School in Montbello, has
two empty classrooms where he could
putpreschoolersor morekindergarten-
ers froma waitinglist.

“If we get them young, they grow with

us and stay with us,” he said. “And we
knowwhatkind of educationthey’vere-
ceived.”

He couldpay for anotherpreschoolor
kindergarten teacher from his budget,
he said, but “the reality is, when I’m sit-
ting on 30 to 35 students in each of my
classroomsalready,that’shard to do.”

Caldwell said individual schools in
DPS have asked to add preschool as a
marketing tool, and she tries to locate
grantsand otherdollarsfor them.

“But our primary goal is not market-
ing,” she said. “It’s having a high-quali-
ty program, which hopefully then is
kind of a marketing tool for the school
to keepkids.”

Some community leaders said DPS
could do a lot more to bring in pre-
schoolprogramsand families.

Anna Jo Haynes, executive director
of Mile High Montessori, which serves
low-income families, said the district
has plenty of space that preschool pro-
viderscoulduse.

Her group wants to begin a Montes-
sori program starting with 8-week-old
babiesin a DPS school.

If DPS workedwith communityorga-
nizations, they could have a strong

groupof kids cominginto kindergarten,
shesaid.

Monique Lovato, a DPS parent who
chairstheMileHigh Montessorigovern-
ing board and is active in the Whittier
Neighborhood Association, said steps
as simple as giving preschoolproviders
informationaboutDPS wouldhelp.

Mile High Montessori has even paid
for substitute teachers so preschool
teachers could visit DPS schools, but
time and resources for that are scarce,
shesaid.

Preschool teachers are key, Lovato
and Haynessaid.

“That’s who parents trust,” Haynes
said.

And if the programs are strong, both
womensaid,parentswill stay.

Carolyn Miranda said she was sur-
prised by the lack of preschool options
when she moved to Denver from Hous-
tona fewyearsago.

The only preschool she could find in
her neighborhoodfor her young daugh-
ter is privatelyrun.

“It was the only option, but I like it so
much I might not move her,” she said.
“Whymove her if everythingis good?”

NancyMitchell

L E A V I N G T O L E A R N DPS preschoolers were 10 percent more likely to stay in DPS through third grade.

I S S U E : E A R LY E D U C A T I O N

Kelly Anolin, left, and her friend and neighbor, Jennifer Shouse, ask the Denver school board not to change
the configuration of their neighborhood schools in the Stapleton development.

I S S U E : S E T T I N G B O U N D A R I E S

Laila Silva, 2, cuts daisies to put in a vase in her toddler class at Mile High Montessori Early Learning Center near Rude Park in west Denver.
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L E A V I N G T O L E A R N

Fine.
That was the gist of the answer most

of the time when Rosanna Torres
asked her son, Hugo, how his day had
gone at Johnson Elementary in west
Denver.

This year, the sixth-grader attends
West Denver Prep charter middle
school,and he has a lot more to say.

“Now I ask Hugo, ‘How was your
day?’ and it’s, ‘Mom, I did this and I did
that,’ ” Torres said. “He’s really talk-
ing.”

Torres is scouring the Internet for a
charterschoolforolderdaughterBritt-
any, too.

Torres and West Denver Prep are
part of a slowly emerging trend among
Hispanic families to exercise more
choicein wheretheirkids go to school.

Most Hispanic families still attend
Denver’s traditional neighborhood
schools— even when those schoolsare
failingor underperforming.

Hispanic students, who account for
57 percent of DPS enrollment, are the
least likely to leave their neighborhood
schools for a charter, magnet or other
DPS school, according to a Rocky
Mountain News analysis of DPS data.
About80 percentof DPS’ Hispanicstu-
dentsare low-income.

Still, among Hispanic DPS students,
a hefty 37 percent chose a school other
than their assigned neighborhood
school in 2005-2006. The figure was
more than 50 percent for Anglo and
blackstudents.

And interest in school choice has ac-
celerated among all students. Since
2002, the percentagesof DPS students
bypassing neighborhood schools have
grown 10 percentage points for black
and Hispanic students and 6 percent-
agepointsfor Anglo kids.

As choice widens, a sense of urgency
is pushingDPS SuperintendentMicha-
el Bennet.He is leadinga fast-pacedef-
fort to improve neighorhood schools
because they’re hemorrhaging enroll-
ment. Preschool and kindergarten are
growing, and so are DPS charter
schools.But the districtdoesn’tget full

Continued on next page

D P S ’ E N R O L L M E N T G A P : P A R T 6 O F 7

Hispanic students, who make up 57 percent of

Denver Public Schools enrollment, are least likely to by-

pass their neighborhood schools for charters or other

options in DPS.n Still, 37 percent of Hispanic DPS

students took advantage of school choice in 2005-2006,

compared with more than half of black and Anglo stu-

dents.n And Hispanic families are growing more

savvy as awareness about school choice expands.

Continued on next pageContinued on page 13

John Youngquist, right, principal of Smedley Elementary School in northwest
Denver, listens to Joleen Mendoza’s concern about a teacher while her
granddaughter, Serina Torres, 9, listens. They met during a February meeting

to discuss adding a sixth grade in the fall. Hispanic students in Denver Public
Schools are least likely to leave neighborhood schools for a charter, magnet or
other choice, but that is changing as awareness of options increases.

Hispanics
get serious
on choice
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P A R E N T S ’ V O I C E S

“What works is when the
teachers get personally
involved with each student
. . . I believe that children
need to know that someone
cares for them.”

Jose G. Flores, father of three students
at DPS’ Lincoln High School

state and local funding for the youngest
children, and for DPS charters,an aver-
age of 95 percent of per-pupil funding
goesto the independentgroupsrunning
them.

BennetknowsDPS must improve.
“We can’t expect people, no matter

the ethnicity,to compromisethe educa-
tionof theirchild,”Bennetsaid.

Keeping kids close to home
Jaime Aquino, chief academic officer

for DPS, said a tendency to choose
neighborhoodschools rather than send
kids too far from home fits with Hispan-
ics’strongbelief in close-knitfamilies.

“Hispanic families will be comforted
to know their kids are near them,”Aqui-
no said. “If anything happens, they can
get there very easily.We are very protec-
tive, sometimesoverly protective,of our
kids.”

A recent DPS-commissioned survey
of Denver parents found that Hispanics
gave DPS a higher grade than Anglo or
black parents did. The survey also
foundthat low-incomeand high-income
parents gave DPS higher marks than
middle-incomeparentsdid.

In almost half of the predominantly
Hispanic neighborhoods on the west
side of Denver, fewer than 5 percent of
students go to charter schools, the
Rocky analysis shows. Districtwide, 6
percent of Hispanic DPS students and
6.6 percent of Anglo students attend
charters, compared with 13 percent of
blackDPS students.

Private schools draw about 5 percent
of Hispanic students,compared with 26
percentof Anglo studentsand 5 percent
of black students, according to the U.S.
CensusBureau.

Denver Hispanics’ reliance on neigh-
borhood schools reflects a national pat-
tern.

Looking for structure
Thediscipline,academicrigorand uni-

form dress code are major reasons Ro-
sanna Torres and fellow parent Olivia
SanchezchoseWestDenverPrep.

Every school day, West Denver Prep
Director Chris Gibbons stands outside
the two-storybuildingon SouthFederal
Boulevard,shaking the hands of all stu-
dents as parents drop them off at 8 a.m.
The school, in its first year, has only
sixth-graders but will expand through
eighthgrade.

“Are you ready to strive for college to-
day?”Gibbonsasks.

The predominantly Hispanic and
low-income students quietly enter the
school and walk to their classrooms,
passing a banner touting their college
graduating class of 2017. Each class-
room has the college pennant of its
teacheron thedoor.

Students spend 21/2 hours a day on
reading and writing and almost two
hours on math. Homework averages
two hours a night. Students stay in the
same room to minimize disruptions in
the hallways. Instead, the teachers
change classes, wheeling carts filled
withtheirbooksand eraserboards.

Students all wear blue polo shirts,
dress shoes and jeans with belts. Disci-
pline is strictlyenforced.

“If you make a big deal out of the little
stuff, the big stuff doesn’thappen,”Gib-
bonssaid.

Unlike Torres, Sanchez is a veteran of

choice, with her four oldest sons going
back and forth among neighborhood
schools,privateschoolsand charters.

Shelearneda hard lessonwithherold-
est son, Christopher. He went to DPS’
KunsmillerMiddle Schooland did poor-
ly, she said. Sanchez said she did not
find out from schoolofficialsuntil weeks
before the grading period ended that
Christopherhadn’tdonehis homework.

She and her husband enrolled him at
MileHigh Baptist,a privateschoolin Jef-
ferson County, to finish middle school.
Christopher persuaded his parents to
lethim go to LincolnHigh School.

He droppedoutaftertwoyears.
“I just couldn’t get him motivated,”

Sanchezsaid.
Christopher’s younger brother,

Danny, also wanted to go to Lincoln
withhis friends,butSanchezprevailed.

“Wealmostgave in,”she said.
Instead, Danny and younger brother

LouieattendSouthwestEarly College,a
charterhigh schoolin westDenver.

Their youngest boy, Marcos, went to
Mile High Baptist through third grade,
then returnedto his neighborhoodDPS
school,Doull, for fourthand fifth grades.
He’sdoingwellas a sixth-graderat West
DenverPrep,she said.

Duringa schoolwidecommunitymeet-
ing heldeach Friday,Marcoswas part of
the choir that sang “Seasons of Love”
from the Broadway musical Rent. The
teachers used the song’s “525,600 min-
utes.Howdoyou measurea year?”to re-
viewmath techniques.

Earlier, during a discussion of the
book Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry on
segregation in the South, Marcos asked
a pointedquestion.

“What would the story say from the
whiteperson’spointof view?”he said.

Awareness growing
Word of mouth, federal education

mandatesand recruitingcampaignsare
spreading awareness about school
choice in the Hispanic community, said
Scott Flores, trustee for the non-profit
HispanicCouncilforReformand Educa-
tionalOptionsin Colorado,a groupthat
advocatesfor choiceand vouchers.

Every month, CREO holds classes for
Hispanics on school choice and their
rights. In February at American Luthe-
ran Memorial Church in west Denver,
about 10 Spanish-speaking parents
showed up to hear Linda Sosa, a CREO
leader,explainchoicein Spanish.

Some had heard about choice from
other parents. Others had received let-
ters from school. The federal No Child
Left Behind program requires school
districts to inform parents of students

at low-performing schools that they
havetherightto switchtheirchildto an-
other public school, with transporation
provided.

Last year, 1,500 of DPS’ 73,000 stu-
dents took advantage of the program, a
DPS studyfound.

Flores estimates that CREO worked
withabout4,000parentsin themetroar-
ea last year. About 70 percent were
Spanishspeakers,he said.

Some of the Hispanic interest in
choice might come from new options
springing up. West Denver Prep is only
the fourth charter school in the city’s
western neighborhoods. Denver has 20
charters.

For this year’s class, the charter had
138 applicants for 100 spots. More than
180 studentsapplied for 110 positionsin
next fall’s class. The school eventually
will serve about 300 sixth- to
eighth-graders.

The waiting lists show the demand
amongHispanicfamilies,Gibbonssaid.

“That tells me, wow, if we had more
room,peoplewouldcome,”he said.

Both KIPP Sunshine Peak Academy
in central Denver and Cesar Chavez
Academy in Pueblo have shown that
charterschoolscansucceedwithlow-in-
come Hispanic students.KIPP’s middle
school was rated average by the state
last year, while Chavez’s middle school
was ratedhigh.

Anothercharteris on the way.
The Ricardo Flores Magon Academy

at West 72nd Avenue and Irving Street
expects to open in August with kinder-
garteners and first-graders, with plans
to expand through eighth grade. The
DPS school board turned down a con-
tract with the charter last year, but the
Charter School Institute, a state body
that can overrule school districts, ap-
proved it to serve Denver and Adams
Countystudents.

The school day will run from 8:30 a.m.
to 5 p.m. to accommodateworking par-
ents and increase academic achieve-
ment,saidschoolleaderMarcosMartin-
ez. Summer break will be cut short and
the Christmas break extended because
manyparentstaketheirchildrentorela-
tives in Mexicoduringthattime of year.

“We’retryingtocaterto thecommuni-
ty,”Martinezsaid.

Recruiting heavily
After West Denver Prep obtained its

charter last year, Gibbons and the
school’s teachers went door-to-door to
encourageparentsto apply.

The first year, his studentbodywas 91
percent Hispanic, with 84 percent eligi-
ble for free or reduced-priced lunches.
Gibbonsestimateda thirdcamein profi-
cient at grade level, another third were
two to three grades behind and the rest
wereeven furtherbehind.Almostall the
students came from DPS elementary
schoolsin westDenver.

Students took the CSAP standard-
ized tests for the first time this March
and won’tknowresultsuntil summer.

But Rosanna Torres and Olivia
Sanchez said they already have seen re-
sultswiththeirsons.

For hyperactiveMarcos, the uniforms
and structure are comforting, Sanchez
said.

Torres said Hugo fought back tears
during the first weeks when he strug-
gled with hours of homework. Now, he
has set his sightshigh academically.

“Every day he’s saying, ‘I’m going to
go to college,mom.’ ”

Continued from previous page
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O N L I N E
at RockyMountainNews.com

n Videos: See West Denver Prep and
meet Dolores Duran and her son.
n Slide show: See more photos.
n Interactive map: Compare schools.
n Chat at 11 a.m. today on RockyTalk
Live with Chris Gibbons, director of
West Denver Prep charter and Jim
Griffin, executive director of the Colo-
rado League of Charter Schools.

C O N T A C T
n Reporter Nancy Mitchell:
mitchelln@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5245
n Reporter Burt Hubbard:
hubbardb@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5107
n Photographer Judy DeHaas:
dehaasj@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-2916

About 5 percent of Hispanic students in Denver attend private schools.

West Denver Prep sixth-grader Soren Garcia, 12, tells Alissa Brown, 12, far
right, to be quiet during the weekly community meeting in the library. The

charter school, which is in its first year, is so popular a lottery was required to
fill its limited space for sixth grade next fall. It will eventually have grades 6-8.

Big growth in choice
The number of DPS students who
don’t go to their neighborhood
schools has jumped dramatically,
even among Hispanics, who are least
likely to bypass the closest school.

BLACK HISPANIC ANGLO
2000 43% 29% 44%

2001 43% 28% 46%

2002 43% 27% 46%

2003 45% 29% 48%

2004 50% 32% 51%

2005 53% 37% 52%

Source: Denver Public Schools

T H E S E R I E S
n MONDAY: Denver Public Schools
aren’t enrolling about 25 percent of
the city’s school-age children, a study
by the RockyMountainNews and
the Piton Foundation has found.
n TUESDAY: A fourth of all Anglo kids
in Denver go to private schools. It’s
almost half of all school-age kids in
some areas.
n WEDNESDAY: In some areas of
southwest Denver, half the school-age
children go to suburban schools.
n THURSDAY: Charter school enroll-
ment has grown 300 percent in six
years, with black families most likely
to choose them.
n FRIDAY: Northwest Denver exempli-
fies the tensions over reforming
schools.
n TODAY: Hispanics are most
likely to choose neighborhood
schools, but they increasingly are
exercising choice.
n TUESDAY: What lies ahead for DPS?

Chris Gibbons, director of West Denver Prep charter school, holds a
meeting at 8:15 a.m. every day with students and teachers to go over the news
of the day and the previous day’s successes. They also review areas that need
improvement. Students then quietly return to their classrooms and begin
their academic instruction.

Continued from page 11

Briseyda Salgado and her son, Luis Lucio-Salgado, left, talk with West
Denver Prep Director Chris Gibbons, as younger son, Jorge, 6, listens. Luis
was chosen in a lottery to attend sixth grade next fall at the charter. Gibbons
meets with all parents and children to discuss the school handbook and have
them sign commitment contracts.
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L E A V I N G T O L E A R N

Dolores Duran silently wiped
away a tear as the 110th name
was called in the cafeteria of West
Denver Prep.

That was the last spot available in
the lottery for the charter school on
South Federal Boulevard, and former
Denver City Councilwoman Rose-
mary Rodriguez still hadn’t called the
nameof Duran’sson, fifth-graderDem-
etriHernandez.

As Duran listened with about 100
other parents on that night in Febru-
ary, Demetri’s name finally came out
of the bowl that had held 181 slips of
paper for 110 openings at the school.
At No. 161, Demetri was so far down
on thewaitinglist he had no chance.

Duran, the mother of three, could
notkeepquiet.

“I’m disappointed. I’m not going to
lie,”she toldtheaudience.

Beside her sat her friend, Berdina
Rivera, mother of Demetri’s best
friend, Antonio. His was the 83rd
namepicked.

Duran had visited the school and
talked with officials. Rivera had sim-
ply sent in the applicationform.

“He was going to middle schoolnext
year, which I think is too advanced for
Denverkids,”Riverasaid.“SoI wasgo-
ing to put him over to Jefferson Coun-
ty, where they are still in elementary
school.That was my last option.”

The next morning Duran started
thesearchfor anotherschoolfor Dem-
etri, determinedthat he was not going
to attend his neighborhood school,
RishelMiddleSchool.

Dolores Duran is among a growing
number of low-income Hispanic par-
ents taking advantage of school
choice. Traditionally, Hispanic par-
ents in Denver Public Schools have
beenthe least likely to ventureoutside
theirneighborhoodschools.

Duran became disenchanted with

Rishel when Demetri’s older brother,
Richard,got poor gradesthere several
yearsago.

“It just seemed like the instructors
there are combative.It’s like we’re not
on the same page with his success be-
ing themain goal here,”she said.

She said she transferred him to
Northglenn Middle School, where he
raised his grades to A’s and B’s. But
she lost her car and had to re-enroll
him in Rishel.

Demetriand Richard had bothgone
to DPS’ Wyatt Edison charter school
in 2000 and 2001 when Duran worked
at the nearby Community College of
Denver.

“I really like it. It was extendeddays
and extendedschoolyear,”she said.

Thatstoppedwhenshe lost her job.
After the lottery, she visited KIPP

Sunshine Peak Academy, another
Denver charter,and Kepner and Hen-
ry middle schools in West Denver. She
and Demetridecidedon Henry.

That night after the lottery, Duran
said Demetri knew he didn’t get into
West Denver Prep by the expression
on his mother’sface.

“I didn’tcry in front of him, butI just
told him whatever school you end up
attending is what we make out of it. It
may not be the one we wanted,but we
will make thebestoutof it.”

BurtHubbard

In a parent survey, Hispanics rated DPS higher than blacks or Anglos did.

Online
n See two videos, one on
West Denver Prep charter

and another on Dolores Duran’s
search for a school for her son
at RockyMountainNews.com.

I S S U E : N E W C H O I C E S F O R H I S P A N I C S

,Former Denver City Council member Rosemary Rodriguez draws
names from a glass bowl during West Denver Prep’s lottery for spots next fall.

;Dolores Duran forces back a tear after learning that her son, Demetri
Hernandez, was not chosen to go to West Denver Prep charter school in its
Feb. 13 lottery. There were 181 applicants for the 110 sixth-grade spaces at the
school, which opened last year and eventually will go through eighth grade.

Demetri Hernandez visits DPS’ Henry Middle School on his own in late March to learn about the school he will
attend as a sixth-grader next fall. His mother, Dolores Duran, had hoped he would win a spot at West Denver
Prep charter school, but he wasn’t chosen in the lottery. After also visiting KIPP Sunshine Peak Academy charter
school and DPS’ Kepner Middle School, Duran chose Henry.

West DenverPrep
n Location: 1825 S. Federal
Blvd. in Mar Lee area.
n Grades: Started with sixth
grade this year, will go
through eighth grade.
n Students: 100, with eventu-
al capacity for 300
n Demographics: 91 percent
Hispanic, 5 percent white, 2
percent American Indian, 1
percen Asian, 1 percent black.
n Low income: 84 percent
eligible for free or re-
duced-price lunches.
n State rating: Not rated yet.
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Michael Bennet was giving another
talk on the future of Denver Public
Schools on a recent Wednesday night,
speakingin his usualrapid-firefashion.

Jacket off and tie loosened, he was
bouncingon his feetas he gotmoreand
morewoundup.

Then a self-described “angry mom”
in the audience rose with a question.
She was holding a summary of the dis-
trict’s reform plan, the topic of the su-
perintendent’simpassionedspeech.

“This is not what we’re talking about
on the playground,” Ayo Labode, a
38-year-oldlawyer, told Bennet.“We’re
talking about, ‘Where in God’s name
are you going to send your kids for
school?’

“I have 2-year-old twins,” she told
him. “I live in North Denver. I’m scared
to death to put them in DPS. My ques-
tion is, ‘Where would you send them if
you werein my place?’”

It was a question that, for about 30

seconds,stumpedtheusuallyunflappa-
ble Bennet. It also is a question that
crystallizesthe debate on playgrounds
across the city and in the hearts of
many Denvermomsand dads:

Will they take a chance on the city’s
struggling public schools? Or will their
children join the 20,300 Denver stu-
dentsbypassingDPS everyyear?

Bennet, 42, came to DPS in 2005 as a
star in business and government but
with no backgroundin education.He’s
a good speaker — smart, but not too
much of an egghead and given to flash-
es of self-deprecatinghumor.

But the dilemma he faces in trying to
revive DPS’ enrollmentis complexand
contentious.He will be campaigningto
recruit families even as the district is
expectedto closesome schools.He will
be wrestlingwith the issues of race and
class that often emerge in conversa-
tionsaboutschoolchoice.

“Every time I listen to Michael Ben-
net, I thinkhe’sgreat,”Labodesaid lat-
er, echoing the sentiments of numer-
ous parents interviewed by the Rocky
Mountain News. “I like what he has to

Continued on next page

DPS chief
runs race
to revitalize

Story by Nancy Mitchell
Photos by Judy DeHaas
ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS
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Can Denver Public Schools improve enough to

persuade more parents to have their children educated

in the district?n Superintendent Michael Bennet

knows it’s a daunting challenge — one that no struggling

urban district has met so far.n But it’s not slowing

him down.n DPS is urgently working on reform, and

it’s considering the painful closing of some schools to

save money and focus more resources on raising the

quality of those that remain.

Flip to page 13

Denver Public Schools Superintendent Michael Bennet walks across the lawn of
DPS’ Maxwell Elementary School with Simon Bertron, a student at Bromwell
Elementary. Simon’s parents won him the honor to be superintendent for the day

at a Bromell fundraising auction. Bennet tends to take the most direct route from
Point A to Point B to accommodate his tight schedule. He said if he is late to one
event it can throw off his timing for the entire day.
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say. But do I trust it? With my own chil-
dren?”

The answer, for now, is no. She and
her husband, Jim Scott, a registered
nurse, are “probably 90 percent” sure
thattheir twinswon’tattendDPS.

“We may be moving,” Labode said.
“Educationis that importantto us.”

Empty classrooms
More than 31,000 of the 98,000 seats in

DPS classrooms today are empty, dis-
trictdatashow.

A study by the Rocky and the Piton
Foundation found one in four Denver
children ages 5 to 17 do not enroll in
DPS.

Even if DPS couldbringbackall 20,300
kids, thousands of chairs would still be
empty.

“We’respendinga lotof moneyonemp-
ty space in this district,” Bennet said.
“That’s a difficult conversation to have
because no one wants, all things being
equal,to closeschools.”

When he brings up this point in his
speeches, he ties it to a frequent parent
complaint: “The question is, do you
wantto use the money in classrooms?In
loweringclasssize, for example?”

The bottomline,of course,is money.A
lot of it.

Every student in grades 1 through 12
in DPS brought in about $6,800 in local
and state funding this year. Denver kids
who are not choosing DPS cost the dis-
trictat least$135 millionin lostrevenue.

And running partially empty build-
ings — DPS schools, on average, are 68
percent full — also costs in utilities,
maintenanceand otherfixedexpenses.

Thosedollarscouldbe betterspenton
what Bennet says is the No. 1 priority —
improvingthequalityof teaching.

That means smaller class sizes, more
training for teachers, up-to-date text-
books,betterleadershipdevelopmentof
principals— all the stuff outlined in The
DenverPlan, DPS’ reformstrategy.

“I understand why it’s not being
talked about on the playground,” Ben-
nettoldLabode.“ButI believethatplan,
faithfully implemented, is going to cre-
atemarvelousschoolsall over Denver.”

Sense of urgency
Sure, say parents such as Kim Allen,

buthow soon?
Allen, who lives in northwest Denver

with her husband and two children, is a
mom whoplansahead.

The family attended an informational
breakfast in February at the Center for
InternationalStudies,DPS’newestmag-
net school for grades 6 through12. Their
oldest,Tyger, is a fourth-grader.

Tyger and his sister, Riley, are happily
settled at Polaris at Ebert, the district’s
elementaryfor giftedstudents.But their
parents are mulling middle and high
school options, and private school is a
strongpossibility.

“Itsoundslike it’snot going to bebusi-
ness as usual (under Bennet),” Kim
Allen said. “I just don’t know if it’s going
to be in time to helpmy kids.”

A recent survey of parents in Denver
found they share Allen’s view — 50 per-
cent said DPS will be “much better” in
threeto five years.

Recent enrollment trends show DPS
is gaining in the earliest grades — pre-
schooland kindergarten.Then thenum-
bers drop off, particularly in the middle
schoolgradesof6, 7 and8. Grade9 enroll-
ment is up again, as some students re-

turn from private middle schools, then
dropsagain for grades10 and 11.

Even for those who stay in DPS, the
older the student, the more likely that
student is attending a school outside
the neighborhood. More than half of all
DPS high school students go to a cam-
pus otherthan theirarea school.

Bennet said he feels a strong sense of
urgencyto make changehappen— fast.

“It is a raceagainsttime,”he said.
When pressed, Bennet says he needs

thenext five years.He’s had nearly two.

Scars of Manual
A citizens panel is reviewing criteria

for determining which schools should
close and is expected to refine them by
May 31. The school board likely would
voteon a plan in July.

Nearly a year later, the targeted
schoolswouldclosein May or June 2008.

If that seems a lengthy process,credit
the public-relations beating Bennet
took over Manual High School. The
schoolboardabruptlydecidedin Febru-
ary 2006 to close the mostly minority,
mostly poor school for a year becauseof
lowenrollmentand poorperformance.

Bennet, a Democrat who can quote
the most obscure speeches of the Rev.
Martin Luther King Jr., found himself
confrontedby a roomful of angry Manu-
al supporterssinging the civil rights an-
them,“WeShall Overcome.”

It was a lesson in the emotions in-
volved in shuttering a school. Bennet
has learned to acknowledgea communi-
ty’s attachment to a school, no matter
howbadly it’sperforming.

“Those are all important values, that

there was always a schoolthere, that my
parents went there, that I went there,”
he said. “They need to be respected.We
also, as a community, need to come to
gripswithoursinglemostimportantpri-
ority, which is educating the children of
Denver.

“It’s long past time for Denver to cre-
ate a school district that can serve the
kids of the21st century.”

The Pittsburgh plan
Denver’scrisis is not unique.
Urbanschooldistrictsacrossthecoun-

try — Seattle, Portland, San Francisco,
Baltimore — are grappling with enroll-
mentgaps and schoolclosures.

Few are doing it without controversy.
As was the case with Manual, race and
classtendto bubbleto the surface.

“What we’re imagining in DPS is not
what has been done in other school dis-
tricts,” Bennet said. “It will look differ-
ent.”

Theresa Peña, the DPS mom who
chairs the Denver School Board, said
the district must “fundamentally
changetheway we’redoing business.”

What that will look like is not exactly
clear— yet.

“We can acknowledge we’re a system
in failure, but where do we go from
there?” Peña said. “That’s what we’re
strugglingwith right now.”

They are taking advice, most recently
from Pittsburgh Superintendent Mark
Roosevelt,who visitedthis month.

Roosevelt’s “right-sizing plan” closed
22 schools, eliminated 10,177 of the dis-

Continued from previous page

Continued on next page

Steps DPS is taking
Denver Public Schools leaders have identified
initiatives designed to improve schools and increase
student enrollment.

SHORT-TERM
Enrollment incentives: Schools
that recruit students from
charter schools, private

schools, home-schooling or subur-
ban districts this past fall received an
extra $1,179 per pupil.

Marketing director: Mile High
United Way is paying for DPS’
first marketing director, who is

working with individual schools on
recruitment strategies.

LONG-TERM
School improvement plans:
Every school will be required to
complete a plan that prioritizes
needs in improving student

achievement, sets out realistic and
measurable goals and identifies
steps to reach them.

School accreditation frame-
work: Every school will be
measured on a framework that

includes progress toward state and
federal student performance goals,
comparisons with other DPS schools
with similar demographics, student
gains over time and progress in
closing achievement gaps among
student groups by race and income.

Student-based budget-
ing: Individual schools
will get the funding for

their students instead of the
money going to central adminis-
tration. This will give schools
more freedom in setting their
budgets.

A+ Commission: A
100-member citizens

panel chaired by two former
mayors, a business leader and
a parent is weighing district
issues, including closing
schools and marketing DPS.

Portfolio of schools:
School board members

approved various changes,
including adding a Montessori
school and creating a second
districtwide gifted school in
northeast Denver, expanding
dual-language models in north-
west Denver and creating a
pattern of schools that feed
students from kindergarten
through 12th grade in the
International Baccalaureate
program in southwest Denver.

NancyMitchell

Hear more
parent views at
RockyMountain-
News.com

P A R E N T S ’ V O I C E S

“We have signs now on
stores in Spanish. It’s the
fastest-growing language
here. It’s going to be the
second language. Why not
start offering it at the
elementary school age?”

Monica Moore, mother of a first-grader
at DPS’ Maxwell Elementary School

L E A V I N G T O L E A R N

O N L I N E
at RockyMountainNews.com

n Multi-media: Audio slide show of
DPS Superintendent Michael Bennet
and video of him discussing education.
n Video: Meet Principal Kevin Fletcher
of DPS’ Farrell B. Howell K-8 School.
n School comparisons: Compare
schools near you.
n Chat at 11 a.m. today with Superin-
tendent Bennet on RockyTalk Live.

C O N T A C T
n Reporter Nancy Mitchell:
mitchelln@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5245
n Reporter Burt Hubbard:
hubbardb@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-5107
n Photographer Judy DeHaas:
dehaasj@RockyMountainNews.com
or 303-954-2916
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It would cost DPS $16 million to cut every grade-school class to 22 students.

2

Older students use
school choice more
The percentage of Denver Public Schools
students selecting a school other than their
assigned neighborhood school grows as
students get older, and the trend is toward
more school choice among all students.

Percent opting out of neighborhood schools:
Grade 2000 2005
Kindergarten 32% 36%
Grade 1 32% 36%
Grade 2 31% 35%
Grade 3 32% 37%
Grade 4 32% 38%
Grade 5 32% 39%
Grade 6 34% 42%
Grade 7 34% 43%
Grade 8 36% 43%
Grade 9 41% 55%
Grade 10 44% 55%
Grade 11 54% 57%
Grade 12 48% 57%

Source: Denver Public Schools

2

31

T H E S E R I E S
n APRIL 16: Denver Public Schools
aren’t enrolling about 25 percent of
the city’s school-age children, a study
by the Rocky Mountain News and the
Piton Foundation has found.

n TUESDAY: A fourth of all Anglo kids
in Denver go to private schools. It’s
almost half of all school-age kids in
some areas.
n WEDNESDAY: In some areas of
southwest Denver, half the school-age
children go to suburban schools.
n THURSDAY: Charter school enroll-
ment has grown 300 percent in six
years, with black families most likely
to choose them.
n FRIDAY: Northwest Denver exempli-
fies the tensions over reforming
schools.
n MONDAY: Hispanics are most likely
to choose neighborhood schools, but
they increasingly are exercising
choice.
n TODAY: What lies ahead for DPS?

5

Flip to page 15

Continued from page 11

1

Mile High Scholars receive congratulations from DPS Superintendent Michael
Bennet during an awards ceremony Feb. 7 at Boettcher Concert Hall. Joining

Bennet to honor the students are Mayor John Hickenlooper, right, Denver
School Board president Theresa Peña and vice president Bruce Hoyt.

Don Reeverts, executive director of Whiz Kids Tutoring, talks with Bennet during a fundraiser in
March for the nonprofit program, which pairs volunteers with students who need extra help.
Bennet was the keynote speaker for the event, held at the Hyatt Regency Denver Tech Center.
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trict’s13,706 empty seats and is expected
to save $14.7 millionper year.

It also opened a new school, expanded
preschool and turned eight low-perform-
ing schools into back-to-basics learning
academieswith longerschooldays.

Roosevelt argues that the plan, which
took effect this past fall, will save money
and improveachievement.

It’sthemagiccombinationBennetis af-
ter.

“Wehavegotto restorethedistrictto fi-
nancial health,”Bennet said. “That’swhy
we’veraised the questionaboutthe num-
ber of schoolbuildings.We may be ableto
provide a richer academic environment
in smallersettingsin fewerbuildings.”

Rich, poor in DPS
But which buildings? In whose neigh-

borhoods?
The Rocky-Piton study confirmed

what many suspected — wealthier fami-
lies, who tend to be white, are the most
likely to leave DPS. One in four white
school-aged children living in Denver is
enrolledin privateschools.

White students who stay in DPS tend
to cluster in certainschools.Two popular
programs— Polaris at Ebert,the elemen-
tary for gifted kids, and the Denver
School of the Arts for grades 6-12 — are
mostly white and affluent in a district
that is mostlyminorityand poor.

Fewer black students than white stu-
dents are leaving DPS, but black stu-
dents are moving within the district. In
2005-06, upper-income black students,
more than any other ethnic or economic
group, chose DPS schools other than
their assigned neighborhood schools.
They are the most likely to choose char-
ter schools. DPS, by law, funnels an aver-
age of 95 percent of state and local fund-
ing for charter students to the indepen-
dentgroupsthatrun them.

So should DPS target upper-income
familiesto help fill its empty seats?There
aren’t enough of them to fill the gap. And
what happens when their desires clash
with the district’s biggest population —
Hispaniclow-incomestudents?

Otherurbanschooldistrictshavewres-
tledwith the issue,and lost.

“Thetruthis thatDPS and otherurban
districts don’t really have any great op-

tions to choose from,” said Kevin Welner,
assistant professor of education at the
Universityof Coloradoat Boulder.

“If they cater to the wealthier families
who, as a practical matter, have more
choice options and who are dispropor-
tionatelywhite,thentheyunfairlydistrib-
ute opportunities,”he said. “If they don’t,
then they lose enrollment — and those
lost students tend to be more academi-
callysuccessful.”

Kim Ursetta, president of the Denver
teachersunionand a formerteacherof bi-
lingual education, said the district must
considerdiversityin its schoolclosures.

She worries that many community dis-
cussionsaboutclosuresare scheduledfor
the summer, when busy families may not
hearaboutthemor beableto attend.

“We need to have that tough conversa-
tion abouthow we integrateour schools,”
Ursetta said. “This is not something that
has been at the forefront of people’s
minds,andit’sa very importantconversa-
tionfor us to have.”

No appetite for busing
Other districts have incorporated race

and incomein theirchoiceplans.
SeattlePublicSchoolsusesraceas a tie-

breaker in admissions to some schools.
The U.S. Supreme Court is weighing the
legalityof thatsystem.

And the Raleigh school district in
North Carolina has made incomea factor
in its choicepolicy.The idea of “economic
integration”has found favor amongsome
localeducationresearchers.

Not with Bennet.
“Ihaveno doubtthatif wewaveda mag-

ic wand and our kids were distributedon
a more economically integrated fashion,
our kids would do better,” he said. “It’s
not going to happen while I’m here. Den-
ver doesn’twant it.

Nor doeshe favorraceas a factor.
“Theonlyway to do it wouldbethrough

a system of mandatesor busing,”he said.
“I don’t think there’s a lot of appetite for
that.”

Instead,Bennetand his chief academic

officer, Jaime Aquino, say the focus is on
improvingeveryschool.

TheRocky-Pitonanalysisfoundlow-in-
come students are less likely to leave
their neighborhood schools. Aquino said
DPS has a “moraland legal obligation”to
ensurethattheyget a qualityeducation.

“There is always the reality some fami-
lies cannot choice out, and how fair is
that?”he asked.

Tough proposition
If the prognosis for DPS seems grim,

Bennetis not.
“We have to transform our school dis-

tricts in America’s cities, and we intend
to bea leaderin this in Denver,”he said.

He reels off the dire statistics for DPS:
Only 40 percent of students are reading
at grade level, based on state tests. Just
one in 10 is proficient in math by the 10th
grade. The dropout rate for some ethnic
groupsin DPS is 50 percent.

“We are not getting the job done,” he
said, using the statistics as ammunition
for his vision of reform.“I have no interest
in tellinga storythat isn’t true.”

His optimismmay springfromhis histo-
ry of success. A graduate of elite private
schools and Yale Law School, he made
millions working for billionairePhilip An-
schutz and helped guide the seemingly
goldencareerof DenverMayorJohnHick-
enlooperas his chiefof staff.

While some viewed him as an unlikely
choicein July 2005 to run DPS becauseof
his lack of education experience, he has
since won over many skeptics with his
smarthiresand gruelingschedule.

Whetherhe canpersuadefamiliesto re-
turnto DPS remainsto beseen.

“You’re really asking for changing a
whole city’s idea about education,”Thel-
ma Hutt,80, themotherof fourDPS grad-
uates and grandmother of two DPS stu-
dents,toldBenneton thatrecentWednes-
day night. “You’re asking for a complete
about-face,and it’s a toughproposition.”

Bennetsmiled.
“I agree with you. It’s a tough proposi-

tion,”he said. “Hopesprings eternal.And
we don’thave a choice.

“I think we’regoing to figureit out.”

Continued from previous page

L E A V I N G T O L E A R N More than half of high school kids in DPS don’t go to their neighborhood school.

Timeline for
closing schools
An A+ citizens panel
is studying school
closures in Denver
Public Schools.

n April:Panelpresentsdraft
criteriaforclosingschools.

n May:Panelholdsfive
communitymeetingsto
discusscriteria.

n May:Panelmeetswith
schoolboardtodiscuss
criteriaandsettimeline.

n May31:Panelhopesto
presentfinalschoolclosure
criteria, refinedby
communityinput, toDenver
schoolboardbythisdate.
Butthepanelchairshave
indicatedadditionaldaysor
weeksmaybeneeded.

n Mid-June:DPSpresentsits
newschoolsplanbasedon
criteria.

n July:DPSholdsregional
communitymeetingsanda
publichearingtodiscuss its
newschoolsplan.

n July-August:Denver
schoolboardvotesonnew
schoolsplan.

n Summer-fall:Community
meetingstodiscuss
implementingtheplan.

n October:DPScompletesa
newschoolenrollment
guide.

n December:Aggressive
publicrelationscampaign
beginsaroundnew
school-choiceoptions.

n May-June2008:Schools
markedforclosurehavelast
dayofclasses.

Source: A+ Denver Subcommittee
on Finances and Facilities

Continued from page 13

Arianna Pacheco, 10, a fifth-grader at DPS’ Brown International Elementary
School, does her homework at the dinner table. Her mother, Joelle Pacheco, is
unhappy with how DPS is carrying out reform. She feels her children’s
education has been disrupted by school revitalizations.

In recent interviews and community fo-
rums, parents voiced common concerns.
These are the most frequently cited, along
with a response from DPS Superintendent
Michael Bennet.

Concern: DPS classesare too large.
Monica Moore, who lives in the north-

east Denver neighborhood of Montbello,
said her son has 30 children in his
first-gradeclass.His teacherhas no aide.

“She can’t see him as an individual,”
Mooresaid.

Response: DPS staff is surveying class-
rooms to determine how large classes re-
allyare in eachschool.Bennetsaid theav-
erageelementaryclasssize is 23 — butit’s
morein some areasand less in others.

“If we can find a way to invest in
class-size reduction, I believe it will in-
crease enrollment and our revenue and,
in the end, pay for itself,” Bennet said.
“The questionis, how do we get the funds

to do it?”
DPS’ budgetofficeestimatesit will cost

$16 million to reduceevery coreacademic
elementaryclass to 22. A recentsurvey of
750 Denver parents found reducing class
size was the most important thing DPS
could do to keep them or bring them
back.

Concern: DPS’ middle schools are its
weakest link, lagging in student perform-
anceand oftenunsafe.

Some parents even said they placed
their children in private elementary
schools because they wanted to ensure
they had seats in private middle schools.
BerdinaRivera said she movedher son to
JeffersonCounty Public Schools because
shedidn’tlikehis DPSmiddleschool.Jeff-
co elementary schools go through sixth
grade,whileDPS ends elementaryat fifth
grade.

Response: DPS school board members

recently began talks about improving
middleschools.Also,thedistricthas add-
eda numberof schoolsservingkindergar-
ten through grade 8. The districtalso has
added grades to two schools — Bruce
Randolph School and Martin Luther
King Jr. Early College — so they serve
grades 6 through 12. A new program, the
Center for InternationalStudies,also is a
6-12 school.

Concern: DPS schoolsare too fixatedon
statetests.

Parents with children at higher-per-
forming schools most often voiced this
complaint, saying the district is too fo-
cused on the basics for lower-performing
kids. These parents argue that high-
er-performing schools should have more
freedom.

Response: Bennet and Chief Academic
Officer Jaime Aquino say the curriculum
is designed to push kids of all abilities.

Teacherplanningguides, for example, in-
clude tips for gifted students as well as
slower learners. And struggling students
oftenmustspendtimein additionalclass-
es.

Aquino meets monthly with the princi-
pals of gifted programs about how to
adapt the curriculumto their schools.He
cited a school where DPS granted the
staff’s request to change the sequence of
units in onesubject.

“Nationally school districts have tried
to prep for the tests,”Bennet said. “We’re
trying to take a differentapproach.We’re
figuring out what the important stan-
dardsare at eachgradelevelbasedon the
state standards. What does a third-grad-
er need to know? We start there and then
align our curriculumwith it.

“Eventually we believe this will relieve
the pressure that people feel historically
aboutperformanceon the tests.”

NancyMitchell

DPS Superintendent Michael Bennet talks with his chief of staff, Sarah Hughes, about principal salaries at North and Manual
high schools, which are undergoing transformations to improve quality. Manual was closed last year and will reopen this fall.

District responds to parents’ complaints
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L E A V I N G T O L E A R N Howell has drawn 45 students back into DPS, including five from private schools.

Farrell B. Howell
K-8 School
n Location: 14250 E.
Albrook Drive in the
Montbello neighborhood,
which is 45 percent black, 37
percent Hispanic, 13 percent
Anglo and 5 percent other.
n Enrollment: 510 students,
with capacity for 1,005 when
it grows to prekindergarten
through grade 8.
n Demographics: Students
are 60 percent Hispanic, 33
percent black, 6 percent
Anglo and 1 percent Asian
n Low-income: 84 percent
receive free or reduced-price
lunches.
n State rating: Not yet rated,
just opened this fall.

;Students at Farrell B. Howell K-8 School line up for
lunch as Principal Kevin Fletcher plays the grand piano
for them during his weekly duty supervising the
cafeteria. Listening are Falisha Chapmon, 10, left,
Kristiena Rand, 11, Esmeralda Barron, 10, Almerita
Williams, 9, and Justin McCalman, 9.

Principal Kevin Fletcher hugs student Isaiah Winn during a breakfast with
parents in the meeting room of the Farrell B. Howell K-8 School.

.Fletcher jokes with seventh-grader Kuliana Fifita,
12, during her language arts class. Fletcher says he
wants students to have a wide range of experiences.
Howell is DPS’ first “choice only” school, which means
no students or neighborhoods are automatically
assigned to the school. Anyone can apply to attend.

I S S U E : A L L- C H O I C E S C H O O L

Saida Aguirre called Denver Public Schools as soon
as she saw the banner draping the new building
across the street in her far northeast Denver
neighborhood of Montbello.

“I actually went to the school where
(the new principal) was staying while
his school was being constructed,”said
the single motherof four girls. “I was the
secondparentto enroll.”

If Kevin Fletcher,the principal of Far-
rell B. Howell K-8 School, had any
doubts that the new school would fill
quickly,parentssuch as Aguirre quickly
easedthem.

Howell,which openedlast fall, is DPS’
first all-choice school, other than inde-
pendently run charters. That means no
studentsor neighborhoodsare assigned
to the public school. Instead, any inter-
estedfamily can apply.

It was up to Fletcher, using whatever
recruiting tools he could muster, to
make parentsawareof that.

“I came in with zero students,” said
Fletcher, a first-time principal and
formermusic teacher.

That was February 2006. Fletcher
quickly began hiring staff and brain-
storming ideas. From DPS, he obtained
a list of all students living in a wide area
around the school. He mailed 5,000 let-
ters to those homes, describingthe new
schooland enclosingapplications.

He visited churches and left fliers. He
and staff members went door to door,
handing out brochures.He had banners
hungacrossthe newbuilding.

By late March, the applications were
flooding in, 30 to 40 a day. A few weeks
later, with more than 600 applicants for
a school projected at 400 for its first
year, Fletcher won permission from
DPS to cap class sizes. The school has
510 studentsthis year.

“Itwasoverwhelming,”hesaid,credit-
ing the new building as a big draw. “I
thinkeverytimeyouseesomethingnew,
you wantto checkit out.”

Howell’s location in Montbello,one of
the city’s fastest-growing neighbor-
hoods, certainly helped with enroll-
ment.And families in far northeastDen-
ver are more likely to exercise school
choice, according to an analysis of data
by the Rocky Mountain News and the
PitonFoundation.

The analysis found that families in
Montbello and the adjacent Green Val-
ley Ranch are more likely than families
in other areas to enroll in charter
schools — run by independent groups
under contractwith DPS and funded by
taxpayers.

Howell lies within a half-mile of four
other DPS neighborhood elementary

schools — Greenwood, Maxwell, Mc-
Glone and Oakland — and draws stu-
dents from all of them. Becauseit also is
a middle school, it draws students from
MartinLutherKing Jr. Early College.

But Howell also has recruited stu-
dents back into DPS traditional
schools, including 36 from charters, five
from private schools, three from subur-
bandistrictsandone fromhome-school-
ing. Under the district’s enrollment in-
centiveprogram,whichrewardsschools
for attractingnew kids, Howell received
an extra$53,055.

Fletcherwill funnelthemoneybackin-
torecruitment.DPS is projectingenroll-
ment of 700 for the school this fall —
meaninganother200 seatsto fill.

“We just put the banner back up on
the building,” he said in February.
“We’re sending letters home to all stu-
dents asking whetherthey plan to come
back.We’relookingagain at fliersand di-
rectmailing.”

He’s relying heavily on two recruit-
ment tools this time — the school is in-
tensifying its focus on the arts, and the
parentbuzzaboutHowell is strong.

“One of our big tools has been word of
mouth,” he said. “That is our absolute
best recruitmenttool. I am never afraid
to beg. I beg parents. I ask them, ‘If

you’rehappyhereand you wantto come
back, tell your friends about the fun
thingswe have going on here.’”

Aguirre has done more than talk
about her kids’ experiences at Howell.
At Children’s Hospital, where she as-
sists Spanish-speaking patients, she
passedoutapplicationsto co-workers.

She bought a home in Montbello, she
said, because it was affordable. But she
didn’t like theneighborhoodschools.

One daughter, who primarily speaks
English, was placed in a class of native
Spanish-speakers.Anotherdaughterat-
tended a school where the playground
was open to the street — so Aguirre felt
compelled to hire a babysitter to keep
watchduringrecess.

But at Howell, she said, she believes
her children are safe and well-educated.
Each teachersends home a daily e-mail,
andtheofficestaffknowsheras Saida —
and not just as the mother of Kassan-
dra,Abigail,Estrellaand Cecilia.

“At Howell, I feel like I’m in family,”
Aguirre said. “The teachers communi-
cate their concerns about my daugh-
ters. It’s not about Mom, you need to
help her, it’s more like a team thing. It’s
always a ‘we.’ It’s never a ‘you’ or a ‘she.’
”

NancyMitchell
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