
  
 

 

Determining Colorado’s 
Future 

Report and Recommendations of TBD Colorado 
 

December 2012 

 

 

 

  

TBD Colorado is a nonpartisan, collaborative effort to create informed and constructive 
conversations among Coloradans about some of the biggest issues facing the state. 



i 
 

 

Core Finding: Colorado's Path Unsustainable Without Major Fiscal and 

Constitutional Reforms 

TBD Colorado participants, following many hours of informed conversation over the year, arrived at an 

important conclusion: the state is on an unsustainable fiscal course. 

Of particular concern are three relatively recent constitutional amendments – TABOR, Gallagher and 

Amendment 23 – whose combined effects have created an unsustainable fiscal structure. These measures have 

constrained the flexibility of elected officials to adjust the state’s tax structure to respond to revenue needs for 

essential, highly-valued services. For example, the measures have: 

 Created an imbalance between commercial and residential property taxes, which has shifted the 

responsibility for funding K-12 education from local school districts to the state, diminishing local control 

of school districts 

 Made it difficult to fund transportation options so that the infrastructure can be maintained and 

expanded to serve a growing state 

 Required the impossible—increased spending (Amendment 23) while reducing revenue (Gallagher and 

TABOR) 

Our state has endless positive potential. Important, forward-facing actions and decisions must be made to 

ensure a vibrant future. Analysts from across the political spectrum may disagree on the proper course for the 

state, but they agree that the current fiscal structure is unsustainable. 

In recent years, the state’s revenues have not kept pace with the underlying growth in the Colorado economy 

because many of the fastest-growing sectors are either exempt from tax or are taxed at a lower rate than other 

sectors. Even though Colorado’s revenues are now increasing as the economy begins to recover, the state will be 

unable to grow its way out of the coming fiscal gridlock unless structural changes are made. Projected 

demographic shifts, such as an aging population and the increased medical costs that flow from those changes, 

will only accelerate the stresses on the state’s budget. 

Respecting the role of Colorado voters, who have ultimate authority on increasing taxes, revenue options must 

be weighed against public services Coloradans wish to receive. 

Coloradans need to have an honest, informed conversation about what the state’s future should look like and 

how to realistically achieve it. TBD Colorado’s 2012 initiative offers a foundation upon which Coloradans can 

undertake a process to sync Colorado’s public policies with Coloradan’s values and aspirations. 
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Executive Summary 
TBD Colorado engaged more than 1,200 Coloradans 

in an unprecedented effort to learn about, discuss, 

and provide input on some of the most important 

issues facing this state. Fortified by clear, accurate 

data vetted by diverse panels of subject matter 

experts and supported by a process designed to foster discussion and identify ways forward, Coloradans 

engaged in a process to determine the future of their state. 

Like most important conversations, TBD Colorado started with values. Even in a state as diverse as ours, there 

are fundamental principles that transcend geography, political party, race and ethnicity, and income status. 

Coloradans hold education, the outdoors and environment, efficiency and effectiveness, diversity, community 

and family, and personal responsibility as shared values. 

The 2012 phase of TBD Colorado focused on five issues: education, health, state budget, state workforce, and 

transportation. For each, participants reviewed data, considered a variety of options, and then worked to 

identify those they considered to be the highest priority. Some of the highlights include: 

 Supporting expanded access to kindergarten and preschool 

 Improving healthcare for those on Medicaid by making the program more flexible and effective 

 Building a better transportation system to support our lifestyle and to promote economic growth 

 Finding new ways to ensure that the state’s budget is aligned with priorities and that there is 

adequate revenue to provide the services residents want 

 Recognizing the hard work of state employees and rewarding their performance 
 

In its Core Finding, the TBD Colorado Board of Directors agrees with participants and analysts who conclude that 

Colorado’s current fiscal situation is unsustainable. The board calls upon Coloradans to continue to identify 

priorities and consider the appropriate pathway to realize our vision for the state. 

Introduction 
Every Coloradan knows that ours is a very special state in which to live. The obvious reasons are the natural 

beauty of the landscape and dynamism of its residents. But beneath the surface are qualities of equal value that 

take longer to appreciate: the unique civic-mindedness of those who live here and the “sky is the limit” sense of 

possibility and optimism. Colorado is a state that is both aware of its past and also deeply engaged in creating 

the future it wants.  

TBD Colorado is a nonpartisan, collaborative effort to create informed and constructive conversations among 

Coloradans about some of the biggest issues facing the state. Governor John Hickenlooper initiated this effort 

out of the recognition that resolving many of the difficult challenges facing the state requires broad civic 

engagement. TBD Colorado seeks to tap the entrepreneurial spirit and creative capacity of all Coloradans and 

invite new and innovative approaches rather than relying on top-down, government-driven solutions.  

In April and May of 2012, TBD Colorado hosted 64 community meetings with more than 1,000 participants. 

These three-hour meetings were devoted to educating participants about key Colorado issues and providing 

them the opportunity to discuss and create solutions. Colorado residents from 40 regions participated in TBD 

Colorado. In June, nearly 300 people participated in six summits that used an online simulation of the state 

budget, Backseat Budgeter, to understand the cost and revenue implications of policy changes. 

“With public sentiment, nothing can fail;  

Without it, nothing can succeed.”  

-Abraham Lincoln 

http://backseatbudgeter.com/
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Policy Recommendations 

for Colorado 

Framing 
Committee 
Members Advisory 

Group 

TBD 
Colorado 

Board 
Members 

The initial set of issues that were 

identified by the TBD Colorado Board of 

Directors were:  

 Education 

 Health 

 State Budget 

 State Workforce 

 Transportation 

In the process of discussing the above 

issues, participants also identified the 

state constitution as a concern, and it was 

added as a TBD Colorado issue. 

These meetings produced a wealth of 

data and information, which can be found 

at www.TBDColorado.org. The website 

includes more than 100 videos of 

participants, written reports from each 

region, word clouds depicting values, and 

survey results from “clickers”—devices 

that allow participant responses to 

multiple choice questions to be displayed 

instantly on a screen.  

Recommendations in this report were 

developed by the TBD Colorado Board of 

Directors. They are based on the input 

provided by Coloradans during face-to-face sessions and online feedback, as well as analysis and advice from 

subject matter experts. TBD Colorado is a nonprofit organization governed by a volunteer board of directors. No 

state dollars were spent on TBD Colorado. 

Colorado Values 

Values form the basis of our actions, attitudes, and beliefs. Often, public dialogue focuses so much on outputs 

that the important values that underlie what we do are lost. TBD Colorado placed values at the center of the 

conversation. The very first participant activity at the April regional meeting asked people to name three things 

they care most about regarding Colorado. The results were made into a word cloud that shows most-often 

mentioned values in the largest type size.  

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Online 
Engagement 

Tool 
Summit 

Participants 

Regional 

Meeting 

Participants 

http://www.tbdcolorado.org/
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The facilitators used the word cloud and comments to create a list of six widely held values:  

• Education: Individual success and a vibrant economy depend upon educational opportunities; education 

is both a value and an issue 

• Outdoors, Environment: Both life-long and new residents said that the state’s natural beauty and 

climate are why they live in Colorado 

• Efficiency, Effectiveness: Colorado is a smart state that seeks to pursue goals in a common-sense way 

• Diversity: Coloradans appreciate the wide range of people who call the state home  

• Community, Family: Whether rural, suburban, or urban, Coloradans appreciate relationships with their 

neighbors and an environment that is supportive of families 

• Personal Responsibility, Self-Reliance, Individualism: The pioneer spirit is alive and well among 

Coloradans, including a sense that a person can make of themselves what they wish 

More than 80 percent of participants said the above list confirmed what they thought was important to them 

and their fellow residents. Interestingly, a few who said they were surprised by the list indicated it was because 

they did not believe the state was living up to these values. 

Policymakers for a Day 

Colorado, like many states, is at a crossroads. As the state 

recovers from a prolonged national economic downturn, 

there is an opportunity to refocus the state’s direction and 

consider new options. To authentically accomplish this, 

there needs to be a new type of relationship between the 

people and their elected leaders. TBD Colorado sought to 

both increase the capacity of Coloradans to participate in 

important decisions and identify some concrete directions 

forward.  

Those who participated in both regional meetings and the summits spent 12 hours in conversation plus 

preparation time that included more than 90 pages of reading and video presentations. They became, as one 

local newspaper put it, “policymakers for a day.”1 

Outside the Box, Inside the Box, or Both? 
A true conversation is one in which participants do 

not know the outcome before it begins. TBD 

Colorado, on a statewide scale, was a true 

conversation. While it was initiated by the TBD 

Board of Directors, once the conversation moved to 

Colorado’s communities, the ownership was 

shared. Participants learned about and discussed 

well-defined topics such as whether or not physical 

education should be required in public schools or 

whether projects to relieve traffic congestion 

should be built. But they also were free to suggest 

any idea they wanted by creating a “golden ticket.” 

“I believe that if you give people a 

common set of facts and an 

opportunity to have a conversation, 

the possibilities are endless.” 

-Governor John Hickenlooper 

“As a process it is so gratifying for me that there 

are so many really capable people that are 

interested in the State of Colorado, and the idea 

that this is happening in 40 other regions is really 

exciting… We are just ordinary people who work 

– who really love this state.” 

-Priscilla from Trinidad, 

 Regional Meeting Participant 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xC2sUB7QP6w
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abuse assistance, and restorative justice 
for non-violent offenders. 

Golden tickets provided an opportunity for 

participants to identify their own issue or 

solution and present it to other participants 

for their consideration. The TBD Colorado 

staff tracked golden ticket ideas that came 

from the regions. All golden ticket ideas can 

be found on the website. While the ideas 

covered a very broad range of issues, the 

state constitution—one or more of its 

amendments, how it is changed, or whether 

or not a deep review is needed—rose to the 

top. Based on this feedback, the TBD 

Colorado process was adapted to support 

discussion of constitutional concerns. 

Subsequently, the board crafted three 

recommendations on this topic.  

The Give-and-Take of a Conversation 

TBD Colorado offered a conversation amongst a broad array of Coloradans. The initial set of issues was 

identified by the board. Each issue had a “framing committee,” a group of recognized leaders who are subject 

matter experts in their field. Their role was to help create accurate, balanced information to share with 

Coloradans, develop policy options that were responsive to the values and directions expressed by participants, 

and to advise the board on recommendations. However, by far the most important partner in the conversation 

was the more than 1,200 Coloradans who learned together and joined each other in conversation. Ultimately, 

they were the drivers of the process. A case in point is that the TBD Colorado Board of Directors and Governor 

Hickenlooper originally did not identify revenue increases as a TBD Colorado issue. Therefore, the initial framing 

material did not focus on this. However, during the first round of regional meetings in April, participants were 

asked if they thought options to fix the state budget should focus on reducing spending, increasing revenue, or 

both. Fifty-two percent said both and another thirty-two percent said increasing revenue. Based on this 

information, the board asked the budget framing committee to develop revenue options along with cost-saving 

measures for consideration at the next 

month’s regional meetings.  

Why Public Engagement?  

TBD Colorado is different than most 

approaches that are typically used to address 

public policy. It is not a poll or a focus group, 

not an advertising campaign or a public 

relations blitz. It is one of the largest public 

engagement efforts ever attempted in 

Colorado. While all of these approaches may 

have a place in the development of an idea 

into public policy, public engagement does 

not start with a particular outcome in mind. 

It is TBD: To Be Determined. This is not to say that it is without structure or deliberate activity.  

Golden Ticket 
Denver, CO 

2012 TBD Colorado Participation by the Numbers: 

 1,095 Participants in April Regional Meetings 

 839 Participants in May Regional Meetings  

 304 Summit Participants 

 24,522 Website Visits from February – 

November, 2012 

 980 Framing Video Views on Website 

 586 Participant Video Views on Website  

 1,000 Facebook Page “Likes” 

 450 Users of Online Engagement Tool 

 

http://tbdcolorado.org/index.php/downloads/item/regional-and-summit-golden-ticket-slides
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Public engagement does not presume that the leaders or elected policymakers always know best. Instead it 

relies on people who care about the issues to learn about them and develop solutions. It is a new way of doing 

the work of government. In some cases, it is a way of accomplishing what government cannot do. 

Report from Colorado Communities 

TBD Colorado used a combination of high-tech and high-touch techniques. The basic activities at the meetings 

were talking and listening. Sitting at round tables, participants shared their backgrounds and experiences with 

each other, discussed specially-created videos on TBD topics, and made choices together about priorities. Their 

face-to-face discussion was assisted with high-tech “clickers” that allowed each person to register his or her 

opinion. Professional facilitators used the results generated by these devices to draw out perspectives from all 

participants. They also provided useful information that was fed back into the process in order to develop ideas 

that increasingly reflected the views and values of participants. During the later stages of the project when 

concrete options were proposed, the “clickers” provided solid information on which ideas were most supported. 

To infuse the discussions with as much reality as possible, participants in the June summits used an online 

simulation of the state budget called Backseat Budgeter. Participants were subject to the same constitutional 

constraints as elected officials, such as the requirement of a balanced budget, required spending on education, 

and an inability to increase taxes without a vote of the people. 

The table below shows the results from instant voting. The first column lists the policy options, (go to the 

website for a full description) the middle column contains the percentage of people who support the general 

concept, and the last column shows how the policy idea fared on the budget simulation, meaning that cost and 

revenue implications were considered. The full data set for TBD Colorado, including all clicker results and 

comments can be found on the TBD Colorado website. 

Policy Options 
Percent of 

Participants Who 
Support Concept 

Percent of Participants Who Support 
Concept After Consideration of 

Budget Implications 

Home and Community Based Services 
for Elderly and Disabled 90.68 98.37 

Early Childhood Education (ECE) Access  79.35 84.592 

Healthy Food in Schools 78.42 50 

Maintain Current Transportation 76.81 96.37 

Rural Roads Maintenance 75.3 60.08 

Required Physical Education in Schools 74.31 61.44 

Inter-Regional Transit 73.55 46.50 

Restore 1999 Income Tax Rate 68.57 63.393 

Medicaid Managed Care 67.16 95.74 

Reduce Road Congestion 65.7 32.37 

Graduated Income Tax Rate 65.24 27.174 

Public/Private Partnerships  64.29  (did not ask) 

Fund Merit Pay for State Workforce 45.87 52.355 

Longer School Day 44.61  (did not ask) 

Statewide Mill Levy 37.28 60.08 

Funding for K-12 Tied to Performance 32.7 (did not ask) 

School Board Executive Appointment 20.15  (did not ask) 

Higher Education Privatization  16.16 29.466 

http://www.backseatbudgeter.com/
http://tbdcolorado.org/index.php/downloads/item/policy-options-to-read-for-may-meeting
http://tbdcolorado.org/index.php/downloads/item/july-advisory-committee-summary
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Online Interactive Tool 

In addition to regional meetings and summits, TBD 

Colorado launched an online interactive tool via Facebook 

to engage more Coloradans in the conversation. Since 

October 2012, over 1,000 Coloradans from across the state 

‘liked’ the TBD Colorado Facebook page. Daily posts on the 

page presented facts and data on current realities of early 

childhood education, transportation, and the Colorado 

state budget. Users engaged with one another in a 

conversation about these topics by commenting on the posts. Users also had the option to weigh in using the 

WatchThinkVote application. This app allowed users to learn about the issues, voice their opinions, and see in 

“real time” where Coloradans agree and disagree on the issues. You can see survey results on early childhood 

education, the state budget, and transportation on our website. Some highlighted survey results include: 

 

Should every Colorado child have access to preschool? 

Yes 86% 

Maybe 14% 

No 0% 

 

How important is it for you that Colorado addresses highway maintenance? 

Very Important 71% 

Somewhat Important 29% 

Not Important 0% 

 

In which of these categories should the state increase spending? 

Corrections 0% 

Early Childhood Education 19% 

Health Care 11% 

Higher Education 23% 

Human Services 12% 

K-12 Education 21% 

Transportation 14% 

 

 

 

“This sounds like a forum with much 
potential... will have to keep my eye on 
it, as well as construct some thoughts 

to contribute!” 
-Steven from Colorado Springs 
TBD Colorado Facebook User 

https://www.facebook.com/pages/TBD-Colorado/149501305163777?ref=hl
http://www.watchthinkvote.com/
http://tbd.watchthinkvote.com/visualization/vis1_concat.php?qid=189
http://tbd.watchthinkvote.com/visualization/vis1_concat.php?qid=189
http://tbd.watchthinkvote.com/visualization/vis1_concat.php?qid=197
http://tbd.watchthinkvote.com/visualization/vis1_concat.php?qid=194
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Background and Recommendations 
The following recommendations, based on the entirety of input and information generated by TBD Colorado, are 

made by the TBD Colorado Board of Directors. Each section contains background information followed by the 

recommendations.  

Education 
Among the primary drivers of America’s global 

success has been the existence of one of the best 

educational systems in the world. However, major 

demographic, technological, and economic changes 

are generating significant challenges for our schools 

and higher education institutions. As is true 

throughout the nation, Colorado’s educational system 

is now at a crossroads. While there continue to be 

exemplary schools at all educational levels, too many are underperforming, resulting in low levels of 

achievement, unacceptable graduation rates from high school, and too few students successfully completing 

post-secondary education. Unless our educational system improves, Colorado’s children will be unprepared to 

compete for jobs in a world where more and more industries are globalizing.  

Innovative models exist nationally and in Colorado for effective and efficient education at all levels. The 

challenge is to consistently replicate and spread these successful models with transparency and accountability. 

Colorado has the potential to provide leadership for the nation in how to improve our educational systems.  

Challenges facing our schools are detailed in the sections below, providing context for the TBD Colorado 

education recommendations. 

Education and Economic Well-being 

Education drives individual, community, state, and national economic well-being. Achieving competitive levels of 

educational attainment and proficiency is not a luxury; it is an economic imperative. Students who progress 

through the educational system earn more than their less-educated peers and, in turn, generate a more robust 

economy for their fellow citizens and are less dependent on state resources for assistance.7
 

 

 

 

 $42,500  
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 $30,600  
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 $73,700  
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 $-  $40,000  $80,000  $120,000
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Annual Income by Level of Education Attained 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2012."Educational Attainment by Selected Characteristics: 2010." Online. 

 

“It became apparent that if we [Colorado] 

spent more money on Pre-K education, in 

the long run we could spend less money on 

the correctional system.” 

-Danielle from Colorado Springs, 

 Regional Meeting Participant 

http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/2012/tables/12s0232.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oEbz_QdvP-Q
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Achieving higher levels of education is not only important for individual welfare; it is critical for the health of the 

state’s economy. As the world economy develops, a greater percentage of jobs are requiring higher education 

and career readiness training. By 2020, an estimated 75 percent of all jobs will require education beyond high 

school. According to a Bureau of Labor Statistics report, of the 30 occupations projected to grow the most 

rapidly over the next decade, nearly half are professional jobs that require at least a college degree or post-high 

school certificate.8 

 
Source: Gordon, Edward E. "The Future of Jobs and Careers." Techniques (2009). Online. 

 
Technology is changing the nature of jobs everywhere. The best jobs today require high levels of literacy and 

technological know-how. Given increasing demand for a more highly educated workforce, failing to sufficiently 

educate students shortchanges individuals and the economy. The shortage of well-educated workers is already 

reflected in the state’s unemployment rate. Adults without high school diplomas are dramatically more likely to 

be unemployed than are adults with higher levels of education.  

 
Note: Rates are seasonally adjusted. 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics. "Employment status of the civilian population 25 years and over by educational attainment." 

2010. United States Department of Labor. Online. 

 
Considering these statistics, within eight years the United States may have a six million-person surplus of 

unemployable (or under-employed), under-educated workers and a five million-person shortage of sufficiently 

educated workers.  
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http://www.acteonline.org/uploadedFiles/Publications_and_E-Media/files/files-techniques-2009/Theme_4(3).pdf
http://www.acteonline.org/uploadedFiles/Publications_and_E-Media/files/files-techniques-2009/Theme_4(3).pdf
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t04.htm
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t04.htm
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2020 Projected Variance in Worker Supply Versus Demand, by Education Level (MM) 

 

Source: James Manyika, et. al. "An economy that works: Job creation and America's Future." 2011. Online. 

Living Off Imports 

Colorado currently has one of the most educated adult populations in the United States. An estimated 35 

percent of adults hold college degrees, versus the national average of 27 percent.9    

However, Colorado has achieved that ratio primarily by attracting college graduates from outside Colorado to 

the state. Although the state currently ranks third in the nation for the number of college graduates per capita, 

the state ranks 24th in sending its students on to college.10 Given current demographic trends, the state’s overall 

educational status is at great risk. 

The Key to Global Competitiveness 

In addition to ensuring that students are attaining higher levels of education, the standard of educational 

proficiency must be raised at each grade level to compete internationally. The overall education of the entire 

population determines the health of the economy and society in general. Even children with high educational 

achievement will live in a society and an economy that is either aided or burdened by the presence or absence 

of overall educational achievement.    

On the National Assessment of Educational Progress measure, Colorado students scored slightly above the U.S. 

average in both math and reading. Approximately 37 percent of Colorado students were proficient in math, 

compared to the national average of 32 percent. However, our schools fare less well when judged by 

international standards. If Colorado were a nation, the percentage of students scoring “advanced” on the 

internationally-benchmarked Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) math test would place it 

around 30th in the world, right behind Lithuania, Ireland, and Norway and just ahead of Russia, Spain, and Italy.11 

On average, American students perform poorly across subjects and age groups when compared to students 

from other developed countries. The U.S. ranks 17th in the percentage of 15 year-old students who are proficient 

in reading, and 32nd in percentage of students who are proficient in mathematics.12 Math competency is the 

most critical skill for sustained economic growth and productivity.13 While only 32 percent of U.S. students are 
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proficient in math, more than 50 percent of students are proficient in math in Shanghai, Singapore, Hong Kong, 

Korea, Finland, Taipei, Lichtenstein, Switzerland, and Japan.  

According to a rating system used by the Colorado Department of Education, 88 percent of Colorado schools, or 

1,445 schools, are performing well enough to require minimal state oversight. However, the remaining 12 

percent, or 202 schools that are not performing well, must file an improvement plan with the state 

commissioner of education and must progress to a higher rating within five years.14  

Getting It Right (Early) Matters  

Significant changes in our social and family 

structure are placing new demands on our 

educational system. The majority of children 

are now growing up with their parents 

working outside the home. A significant 

percentage of children are growing up in 

poverty or in homes where English is not the 

family’s first language. These social changes 

are profoundly affecting the lives of young 

children and can limit their access to the 

types of experiences that prepare them for 

school success. Numerous research studies 

have demonstrated that the absence of 

early education creates a gap that is sustained through college and career readiness, much to the detriment of 

society as a whole, both economically and in terms of civic responsibility.  

Economists have studied the rate of return of investments in building human capital across the life span. Human 

capital is an economic term for an individual’s attributes, knowledge, and skills that contribute to his or her 

success in the workforce. Research shows that the highest rate of return comes from investing during early 

childhood. It is estimated that for every dollar invested in early childhood education there is a seven to ten 

percent per annum return. This rate of return diminishes for educational investments as children grow older.15  

(Early childhood education referenced here includes preschool programs.) 

 

Age 

Rate of 

Return 

to 

Investme

nt in 

Human 

Capital 

Preschool 

Programs 

Schooling 

Job Training 

School Post School Preschool 

0 

Golden Ticket 
Fountain, CO 

Rates of Return to Human Capital Investment at Different Ages 

Source: Heckman, James. "Rates of Return to Human Capital Investment at Different Ages: Return to an Extra Dollar at Various Ages." 2007. Online. 

 

http://www.jec.senate.gov/archive/Hearings/06.27.07%20Early%20Learning/Heckman%20Return%20to%20Investment%20Chart.pdf
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Research shows that students who attend early childhood education programs are more successful in school 

and after graduation than those who entered without early childhood preparation. 

 
Source: HighScope. "Lifetime Effects: The HighScope Perry Preschool Study Through Age 40 (2005)." 2005. HighScope. Online. 

Currently, only one in three American kindergartners enters school prepared to learn. Studies show that this lack 

of preparedness persists throughout a student’s academic career. 

Source: Colorado Department of Education. CSAP / TCAP - Data & Results: 2011 CSAP State Summary Results. 2011. Online.  
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Unprepared learners are more 

likely to fall behind. More than 

1 in 4 Colorado third graders 

can’t read proficiently. 

 

Those same students are  

more likely to drop out of  

high school  

(13 times more likely if they 

are low-income.) 

1 in 3 Colorado children 

enter kindergarten 

unprepared to learn. 

http://www.highscope.org/content.asp?contentid=219
http://www.cde.state.co.us/assessment/CoAssess-DataAndResults.asp%3e.
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The Achievement Gap: Income and Education 

The “achievement gap” in education refers to the disparity in academic performance between groups of 

students. It is used to describe differences in academic performance between students across multiple 

dimensions, including the disparity – or gap – between low-income students and more economically advantaged 

peers. 

Low-income students are more likely to struggle in school than their peers. The average student eligible for 

federally subsidized lunch is approximately two years of learning behind their more advantaged peers.16 Low-

income students are disproportionately represented within the lowest quartile of academic achievement and 

account for 70 percent of high school dropouts.  

 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics. "NAEP State Comparisons." 2011. Online. 

 

Source: “Double Jeopardy: How Third Grade Reading and Poverty Influence Graduation." 2011. The Annie E. Casey Foundation. Online. 
 

  

74% 

23% 26% 

77% 

Score below 25th percentile Score above 75th percentile

4th Grade Math NAEP Scores 

Low income Not low income

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/statecomparisons/
http://www.aecf.org/KnowledgeCenter/Publications.aspx?pubguid=%7B8E2B6F93-75C6-4AA6-8C6E-CE88945980A9%7D
http://www.aecf.org/KnowledgeCenter/Publications.aspx?pubguid=%7B8E2B6F93-75C6-4AA6-8C6E-CE88945980A9%7D
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Of the 750,000 students who currently attend Colorado public schools, 40 percent qualify for free or reduced 

lunch. That number continues to rise. 

 

Source: Colorado Children's Campaign. "Data Center Kids Count: Colorado State." 2012. The Annie E. Casey Foundation. Online. 

The data is clear that early childhood education programs can have significant positive impact on all students, 

including low-income students, and that society benefits from early childhood investments via higher future 

incomes and lower social expenses. However, many low-income children need extra help to be school-ready by 

the first grade. In Colorado, the percentage of low-income pupils entering the education system is growing 

significantly, but many of these children have not had the opportunity to access high quality preschool or full-

day kindergarten programs.    

The Textbook to Achievement 

In the past decade-plus, the Colorado legislature has passed a number of bills that has put the state at the 

forefront for improvements in transparency, accessibility, and accountability within the public educational 

system.17 The graphics below list and explain some of the key acts and bills that have cleared the path for 

progress.18
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2008 Colorado’s Achievement Plan for Kids (CAP4K) S.B. 08-212 establishes legislative timeline for 
revisiting state standards and assessments and redefines the K-12 educational system 
mission as postsecondary and workforce success for all students. 

 
 The Colorado Growth Model is implemented and districts receive reports from the Colorado 

Department of Education (CDE) on the academic growth of their students. 
 
2009 Colorado’s Educational Accountability Act of 2009 (S.B. 09-163) establishes a statewide 

system of accountability and support, requiring aligned, annual school and district 
performance framework reports. 

 
 Unified Improvement Plan phased in for schools and districts with Priority Improvement or 

Turnaround Plans, in addition to those identified under the federal systems. 
 
 Pursuant to CAP4K, Colorado Academic Standards (CAS) developed in the arts, 

comprehensive health and physical education, English language proficiency, mathematics, 
science, social studies, and reading, writing, and communicating. 

 
2010 December 2010, CAS adopted by the State Board of Education. 
 
 Colorado releases first school and district performance framework reports. 
 
 The Great Teachers and Leaders Bill (S.B. 10-191) establishes new expectations for local 

personnel evaluation systems and requires the State Board of Education to promulgate rules 
concerning the planning, development, implementation, and assessment of a system to 
evaluate the effectiveness of licensed personnel. At least 50 percent of each evaluation must 
be based on student growth. 

 
 Unified Improvement Plan required for all schools and districts in Colorado. 
 
 State Board of Education adopts multi-state standards; CAS incorporating the entirety of the 

multi-state standards in mathematics and reading, writing, and communicating reissued in 
December 2010.  

 
 State Council for Educator Effectiveness develops proposed recommendations for 

implementation of the Great Teachers and Leaders Act. 
 
2011 The Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP) is administered for the last time. 
 

State Board of Education adopts rules for a new statewide evaluation system. 
 
2012 The Transitional Colorado Assessment Program (TCAP) administered. TCAP items represent 

the overlap between the old Colorado Model Standards and the new Colorado Academic 
Standards. 
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While state lawmakers have been pursuing statewide policies to support academic achievement, local schools 

and regional school districts have also been tackling meaningful improvements. In aggregate, Colorado districts 

achieved a 33 percent decrease in the high school dropout rate in the last five years. 

 
Source: Colorado Department of Education. Dropout Rates for the 2010-11 School Year. Denver, 2012. Online. 

At the local level, schools and school districts are demonstrating capacity for improvement. Progress is not only 

occurring in metro areas such as Denver; rural districts are also exhibiting potential for advancement. Likewise, 

both traditional neighborhood and charter public schools are finding ways to achieve.  

Shift in Funding Education 

Since 1990, the burden of funding education has shifted from local property taxes to the state. Today, two-thirds 

of K-12 funding is accounted for by the state, while one-third is financed by local districts. This has been largely 

caused by the interaction of three constitutional amendments – TABOR, Gallagher, and Amendment 23 – that 

have both limited property taxes and required the state to make up the difference. An unintended consequence 

of this is that as K-12 spending has shifted to the state, programs the state has historically funded, such as higher 

education, have been cut. Another unintended consequence is that, with the shift in funding to the state, 

Colorado’s history of locally controlled education is diminished. 

K-12 Shift from Local to State Funding 
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Hickenlooper’s FY 2011-12 Budget Balancing Plan. 2011. Online. 

 

http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdereval/rv2011DropoutLinks.htm.
http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdereval/rv2011DropoutLinks.htm.
http://www.colorado.gov/cs/Satellite?blobcol=urldata&blobheader=application/pdf&blobkey=id&blobtable=MungoBlobs&blobwhere=1251692032708&ssbinary=true
http://www.colorado.gov/cs/Satellite?blobcol=urldata&blobheader=application/pdf&blobkey=id&blobtable=MungoBlobs&blobwhere=1251692032708&ssbinary=true
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Lobato Lawsuit  

In 2009, a lawsuit was filed against the State of Colorado asking a Denver district court to decide “whether the 

state’s public school financing system is rationally related to the constitutional mandate that the General 

Assembly provide a ‘thorough and uniform’ system of public education.”19 In December 2011, the District Court 

ruled against the State and ordered injunctive relief. However, the State appealed to the State Supreme Court 

and the case awaits hearing in the higher court. A ruling is expected sometime in the first half of 2013. 

Education Recommendations 

Note: The governor’s FY 2013-14 proposed budget request reflects increased funding for the first four education 

recommendations. 

Full-Day Kindergarten and Preschool 

 Recommendation: Legislation should be considered to expand the number of children in the Colorado 

Preschool Program so that all families with at-risk children have the option to participate. 

o The Colorado Preschool Program provides ten hours per week of preschool to qualified, low-income 

families. Right now, 20,160 four-year old children qualify and are enrolled in the program in 170 of 

Colorado’s 178 districts, but an additional 7,000 to 14,000 children may be eligible were the 

program not capped due to state budget constraints. 

o Currently, children from zero to three years old who have higher risk can also use the Colorado 

Preschool Program, but there is insufficient funding for eligible children. 

 Recommendation: Legislation should be considered to increase the availability of full-day kindergarten for 

those parents who want it. 

o Currently, Colorado funds only half-day kindergarten, and in most cases parents who enroll their 

children in full-day kindergarten must pay additional tuition. 

K-12 Education Funding 

 Recommendation: Policymakers and Coloradans should continue a conversation that focuses on how 

additional revenue could be targeted to improve outcomes for students. A revenue increase should be 

pursued only if these additional dollars come with complete transparency, accountability and are linked to 

improved outcomes for students. 

Higher Education Funding 

 Recommendation: Coloradans must choose how best to finance substantial investments in Colorado’s 

system of higher education. Options such as mill levy increases, special districts, sales and severance taxes 

should be considered. 

Efficiency of Administration 

 Recommendation: School districts should consider consolidation to improve efficiency and responsiveness 

to local students’ needs. 
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Health 
To many, Colorado exemplifies good 

health and healthy living. From Grand 

Junction to Greeley, Coloradans say that 

the outdoors is the best thing about living 

here. Yet, while the Centennial State is 

still the “leanest” state in the country, it is 

not necessarily the healthiest.  

The state is facing many health-related 

challenges: the cost of health care continues to rise, access to physicians and other providers is still difficult, and 

a growing number of children in Colorado are obese.  

This does not need to be the final outcome. Colorado can be the healthiest state in the nation. If the state is to 

do so, they must understand these fundamental realities: 

1. We are in this together. Individuals’ health impacts the cost of everyone’s health care.  

2. The cost of health care continues to rise for individuals, families, and the state.   

3. A healthy workforce equals a productive workforce. 

4. Healthy children are a critical investment. 

The Role of Personal Responsibility 

We also have to look at how individual health habits – personal choices – affect health outcomes and costs, both 

individually and for society at large. There is a tension between acknowledging the role of personal responsibility 

in health and the role of social factors that influence individual decisions. 

Although often unspoken, this tension occasionally arises in arguments about patient care. A recent Wall Street 

Journal Online/Harris Interactive HealthCare Poll showed that many people support the idea of higher costs for 

people who choose unhealthy lifestyles.20  

At the same time, there are circumstances that make it harder for many people to make good individual choices 

with regard to exercise, diet, and other health habits. For example, neighborhood design can affect the lifestyle 

choices individuals make, such as whether there are places to walk for exercise or to even purchase fresh 

vegetables, fruit, and other healthy food. Patient noncompliance with medical recommendations contributes to 

poor health, but it is as much a function of 

communication and costs of compliance as it 

is of an intentional disregard of a doctor’s 

advice.  

The Rising Costs of Health Care 

Colorado, along with other states, has 

experienced significant challenges in 

managing rising health care costs, 

heightened in part by the weak economy. 

Health care costs for employers, individuals, 

and families have increased during a time 

when earnings and wages have not kept 

equal pace. Generally, since 2009, health 

Golden Ticket 
Pueblo, CO 

“One of the ideas that came up today was talking about a 

continuum of care that would look at reducing costs 

overall… seems like a great way to get to the bottom line 

of what costs us the most but also doing it with quality."  

-Carla from Larkspur, 

 Regional Meeting Participant 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aN7J8IXRduk
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care costs have increased two to three times wage increases and general inflation. Regardless of insurance 

status, 13 percent of Coloradans report they did not see a doctor in the previous 12 months due to cost. The 

chart below analyzes changes in health coverage and cost growth under an average economic scenario 

(assuming a somewhat faster economic recovery and a continuation of moderate growth in health care costs.) 

Average Growth Rate Assumptions by Five Year Periods 21 

 

Unemployment 
Rate at End of 

Period 

Income 
Growth 

(Average 
Annual 

Growth) 

Medicaid Health 
Care Spending 

Per Capita 
(Average Annual 

Growth) 

Private Health 
Spending Per 

Capita (Average 
Annual Growth) 

Private 
Premiums 
(Average 
Annual 

Growth) 

2009-2014 6.1% 1.5% 5.0% 6.0% 7.0% 

2014-2019 5.1% 2.0% 5.0% 6.0% 7.0% 

Insurance premiums continue to rise because the cost of health care is increasing. More people are seeking care 

that involves costly cutting-edge technology. Lack of coordination causes duplication of tests and procedures, 

and other inefficiencies in the delivery system all contribute to these rising costs. Insurers pay for increased 

health care costs by passing them onto insured customers. In order to address increases in insurance premiums, 

the costs of health care must be addressed.  

What are Medicaid and Medicare? 

Medicaid is a public health insurance program funded 

by both the state and federal governments. States 

put up money and the federal government 

contributes matching funds. (In FY 2010-11, Colorado 

paid $1.9 billion for the state share of the program.) 

Medicaid recipients share in the cost of their care 

through co-pays. Currently one in ten Colorado 

residents receive Medicaid, or about 600,000 low-

income residents including children, parents, 

pregnant women, people with disabilities, and those 

who are 65 and older receiving long-term care 

services.22 A family of four with non-pregnant parents 

and children ages six to eighteen must earn less than 

$23,050 (100 percent of the federal poverty level) to qualify for Medicaid. For families with pregnant mothers or 

children under six to qualify, the family must not make more than $30,657 a year (or 133 percent of the federal 

poverty level.)23 

Medicare is a federal program that provides health coverage to almost all Americans aged 65 and over and to 

individuals who are permanently disabled. Medicare does not pay for significant long-term care services. Some 

Coloradans are eligible to be covered by both programs. Usually this population, called “dual eligibles,” has 

complex care needs that could benefit from additional care coordination and innovation in delivery models. 

While the dual eligible population makes up 22 percent of enrollees, it accounts for 61 percent of the cost.  
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Commitment to Healthy Children and Concern about Childhood Obesity 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colorado gets a C- for healthy children, according to the 2011 Colorado Health Report Card, an annual snapshot 

of our state’s health. Produced by the Colorado Health Institute and presented by the Colorado Health 

Foundation, this report ranks Colorado compared to other states on key health indicators. The grade C- means 

that Colorado ranks 27th-30th among all states. 

While childhood poverty, access to care, and insurance coverage all present serious challenges, childhood 

obesity is perhaps the most alarming. Between 2003 and 2007, Colorado’s child obesity ranking nationally 

dropped from 3rd leanest to 23rd leanest.24 Colorado has the second fastest rate of increase in the nation. In 

2007, 23 percent of Colorado children (ages two to fourteen) were obese.25 While obesity is a complex problem, 

public schools are in a position to implement physical education (PE) and healthy eating initiatives that could 

help reverse the trend. PE fosters healthy habits during childhood that can translate into adulthood, providing 

benefits to individuals and reducing health care costs.  

Health Recommendations 

Medicaid 

 Recommendation: Legislation should be considered to support the expansion of home and community-

based services to increase patient satisfaction, create value, and save money for the elderly and people with 

disabilities. 

o Colorado is a leader among the states in testing alternatives for people in need of substantial 

services. 

o Support for independent living allows the elderly and people with disabilities to stay at home and 

near loved ones as long as possible. 

o A national study has found that 22 out of 23 states that have implemented programs to support 

home and community-based services have reduced costs. 

o In July 2012, the governor created the Office of Community Living to help the elderly and people 

with disabilities to remain in the community. 
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 Recommendation: Legislation should be considered to support additional utilization of managed care 

approaches in Medicaid to better coordinate care and control costs. 

o One of the few areas that commands bipartisan support is reforming provider payments to promote 

integrated-care delivery models. 

o Colorado Access’ Depression in Primary Care Project showed a 12.9 percent reduction in costs 

among high-cost, high-risk patients. 

o Ohio’s PremierCare program found a 27 percent decrease in costs for inpatient care. 

o Colorado has tested some managed care approaches within Medicaid, such as medical homes and 

Accountable Care Collaboratives (ACC) with good results. ACCs have already reduced Medicaid 

health expenditures by $20 million and returned nearly $3 million to state and federal taxpayers. 

Prevention and Children’s Health 

 Recommendation: Opportunities for youth physical activity should be encouraged, including physical 

education in schools, extracurricular and after-school activities, community programs, and outdoor 

recreation. Providing opportunities for physical activity is a shared responsibility with families. 

 Recommendation: Access to healthy foods should be expanded, including meals served in schools, vending 

machines, neighborhood grocery stores, public food programs such as SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program), and community gardening opportunities. Providing access to healthy foods is a shared 

responsibility with families. 

State Budget 
Although the state and national economy is 

recovering, Colorado still faces difficult 

economic times. And, unfortunately, due to an 

aging population, rising costs for services such 

as healthcare, and compliance with existing 

state laws, even optimistic scenarios for 

economic growth will not provide enough revenue for the state to continue providing the current level of 

services. 

Colorado family income has decreased, often due to a job loss, and budgets are stretched to pay for essential 

needs such as housing, food, utilities, and health care. Families are being more frugal and have had to cut back. 

Just like these families, the State of Colorado has also made difficult decisions and cuts—and there still may be 

more financial challenges to come. 

Ongoing Budget Challenges 

Experts project that the economy will improve, but even robust economic growth in General Fund revenues 

cannot accommodate the state’s growing population, resulting in an increase in demand and cost for current 

state services. Economic modeling and analysis conducted by the Center for Colorado’s Economic Future at the 

University of Denver concluded that even when Colorado’s economy fully recovers and is healthy and growing 

again, it will not produce enough revenue to keep pace with the major programs that drive expenditures.  

 

 

“One of the issues that came up in our group is that 

raising taxes isn’t necessarily a bad thing. It helps 

our education system and improves the long term 

community we live in.” 

-Perla from Firestone, 

 Regional Meeting Participant 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=krcjScFy3uo
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Two specific expenditures – public schools and Medicaid – are growing faster than General Fund revenues. 

Public education costs are expected to grow at a rate of six percent and Medicaid at eight percent annually. The 

amount of revenue that the state takes in to pay for these expenses is only projected to grow at a five percent 

rate over the same period. 

If Colorado continues down this road and makes no changes to its budget infrastructure, by 2025 spending for 

those two programs and the state prison system would consume the majority of the state’s General Fund, 

leaving about ten percent of General Fund dollars available for all other programs such as public higher 

education, human services, and the state judiciary system.26 

Why a Growing Economy Will Not Fix the Projected State Budget Shortfall  

People on the left, right, and center of the 

political spectrum agree: Colorado faces a long-

term, structural budget problem that must be 

addressed. In its Citizens’ Budget, the libertarian 

Independence Institute says: “Colorado faces a 

systematic problem that has been building for 

years, a problem that has been exacerbated, 

accelerated, and brought to the surface by two 

recessions in the past decade. Process, policy 

and structural changes, some of which will likely 

require voter approval, will be necessary for 

Colorado to regain sustainable government.”27 

Similarly, the Center for Colorado’s Economic 

Future says: “Colorado’s budgetary woes are 

both cyclical and structural. The extraordinary revenue shortfalls that have plagued state government for much 

of the last decade were caused, in large part, by two extreme economic downturns… When the economy 

improves, tax collections will pick up. Absent major changes in policy, a structural imbalance underlying the 

fiscal workings of state government will ensure that Colorado’s budget problems persist for many years to 

come.”28  

This year (FY 2012-13), General Fund tax revenue has started to increase as a result of the economic recovery 

and is approaching the same amount that was collected in FY 2007-08. It is important to note that when the 

General Fund revenue is adjusted for 

population and inflation, the amount of the 

FY 2012-13 General Fund is more than $1 

billion less than it was in FY 2007-08. The 

result: the revenue available to the state 

will buy less and need to fund services for 

more people.   

“Even a strong recovery and sustained job 
growth over the next decade and a half will 
not produce enough income and sales tax 

revenue to afford Colorado’s share of Medicaid 
funding and the state’s payment for public 
schools under current constitutional and 

statutory provisions.” 
-University of Denver Center for Colorado’s 

Economic Future 

Golden Ticket 
East Denver, CO 
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Source: Office of State Planning and Budgeting, September 2012 Forecast 

 

 

Source: Charles S. Brown, et al. Financing Colorado’s Future: An Analysis of the Fiscal Sustainability of State Government. Denver: University of Denver 

Center for Colorado’s Economic Future, 2011. 
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Cuts to Spending 

Over the past four fiscal years, the state’s General Fund has decreased by over 16 percent. In order to balance 

the budget, the state has laid off employees, closed prisons and institutions, utilized reserves, and when 

allowed, redirected money from funds originally earmarked to pay for other programs. 

 

 

How Does Colorado Compare to Other States? 

There are two methods to compare taxes between the states. The per capita method divides the total taxes by 

the state’s population, including citizens, residents, and children. The other method divides the total taxes by 

the total personal income, including wages, salaries, interest, and dividends earned in the state. This method 

takes into consideration the discrepancies in income among the states. Regardless of the method utilized, 

Colorado ranks low for state taxes, but, reflecting a history of local control of governance, high for local taxes.29 

When both state and local taxes are considered, Colorado is below the national average.   

 FY 1977-78 FY 2007-08 

U.S. CO 
CO Rank  
(1 being the 

highest) 
U.S. CO 

CO Rank 
(1 being the 

highest) 

State and Local Taxes Per Capita $872 $851 19 $4,371 $3,979 28 

State and Local Taxes Per $1,000 

Personal Income 

$105.77 $100.28 25 $108.82 $92.48 44 

State Taxes Per Capita $512 $438 38 $2,573 $1,950 40 

State Taxes Per $1,000 Personal 

Income 

$62.10 $51.63 44 $64.14 $45.33 48 

Local Taxes Per Capita $362 $413 9 $1,803 $2,029 9 

Local Taxes Per $1,000 Personal 

Income 

$43.90 $48.65 11 $44.89 $47.15 10 

Source: Charles S. Brown, et al. Financing Colorado’s Future: An Analysis of the Fiscal Sustainability of State Government.  

Denver: University of Denver Center for Colorado’s Economic Future, 2011. 

Source: Policy Matters, FY 2007-08 Appropriations Report and Governor’s Nov. 1, 2011 Budget Request for FY 2012-13 
 

General Fund Spending from FY 2007-08 to FY 2012-13 
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Top Marginal Rate and Tax Brackets for  
Individual Income Tax 2011 

Top Bracket (rt axis) Top Marginal Rate (left axis)

Income Tax 

Prior to 1987, Colorado had a graduated income tax. Forty-four states in the nation have some sort of income 

tax (Tennessee and New Hampshire tax interest and dividends only.) Since no other level of government in 

Colorado levies or is permitted under TABOR to levy an income tax, this option does not create tax competition 

between state and local governments. 

The following graph shows how Colorado would compare with all other states’ top marginal rates for individual 

income taxes if the rate were increased to five percent.   

Source: Center for Colorado's Economic Future compilation from Tax Foundation data. 2011. 

 

State Budget Recommendations 

 Recommendation: The governor and members of the General Assembly should continue working with 

private organizations that are studying and developing options to address long-term spending and revenue 

issues, including the projected structural budget shortfall. 

 Recommendation: Continue to undertake initiatives to create cost savings and increase efficiency such as 

combining the Colorado Division of Wildlife and Division of Parks and Outdoor Recreation. 

 Recommendation: Consider specific, targeted revenue increases for purposes such as those discussed in the 

recommendations on education and transportation. 

o Continue to vigorously assess whether services funded by the state are the right priorities and 

match Coloradans’ values and vision for their state. All revenue options should be reviewed to 

determine if they are appropriately set to meet Colorado’s current and future needs. 

o Develop solutions with the long-term revenue stream in mind. 
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Corrections 
21% 

Human 
Services 

17% 

Judicial Branch 
14% 

Transportation 
10% 

Other 
38% 

Employees by Department  
(excluding Higher Education) 

 Recommendation: Consider changes to the tax code so that it more accurately reflects Colorado’s 

underlying economy. Some of the fastest growing sectors of the economy are either exempt or taxed at a 

lower rate than others. Changes to the tax system that are revenue neutral on a current basis, reduce 

marginal rate, exemptions and deductions, but simplify the tax code and broaden the tax base should be 

considered. 

 Recommendation: Encourage efficiency among local governments, such as consolidation of administration 

for local districts, including school, fire and police. 

State Workforce 
Colorado state employees provide services that are important to maintaining a healthy state economy and 

infrastructure. State employees maintain and clear state roads, ensure public safety and health, help protect the 

environment, and perform thousands of other jobs requested by citizens and required by law. State employees 

include: judges and judicial administrators, snowplow drivers, water and structural engineers, wildlife managers, 

state troopers, foster care service coordinators, driver’s license administrators, food inspectors, emergency 

preparedness officials, and military affairs specialists. 

Human Resource Costs and Economic Impacts 

Human resource costs constitute a significant part of the state budget and therefore impact each of the TBD 

Colorado issues. Excluding higher education, total compensation for state employees amounts to about 

 $2 billion. Full time and part time employee salaries and compensation account for approximately 15.7 percent 

of the General Fund budget.  

As of December 2011, there were 54,000 full time 

employees in the State of Colorado, more than half of 

whom work in higher education.30 

Relative to other states in the Rocky Mountain Region, 

Colorado has the fewest state employees per capita. 

There are 140 full time equivalent employees per 

10,000 residents, compared to the regional 

average of 200. However, unlike other states, 

most human services workers in Colorado are 

county or municipal employees instead of state. 

Excluding higher education, Colorado has 66 full 

time employees per 10,000 residents, compared to 

the regional average of 124 in 2009. The monthly 

payroll per capita for Colorado employees is 

$62.31, compared to an average of $73.87 

for the Rocky Mountain States in 2009. 

Efficient and Effective 

Given the importance of the state workforce to provide for the safety of residents and perform essential 

services, as well as the significant public investment in personnel, it is essential that standards for efficiency and 

effectiveness are maintained and that productivity rise.   
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Pay and Benefits 

Each year the Department of Personnel and Administration surveys the labor market so the state can remain a 

competitive employer. Based on survey findings, the personnel director makes recommendations for changes to 

pay ranges and salaries and state contributions to group benefit plans. These recommendations are subject to 

approval by the legislature and available dollars. The current recession has impacted both the number of full 

time equivalent employees, as well as the ability of the Colorado legislature to approve salary increases. As a 

result, there has not been a pay increase for state employees for the past five years, and employee 

compensation has not been able to regularly meet the 50 percent target level of the regional salary surveys for 

similar employment. 

Merit Pay 

The merit pay system, established by  

HB 12-1321 through the amendment of 

statute, augments the state’s 

compensation structure and provides the 

State of Colorado the ability to increase 

salaries for state employees based upon 

performance and placement within the 

salary range. Under the new merit pay 

plan, employees’ performance and 

placement within his or her salary range 

are the primary determining factors for 

any adjustment to their salary. Per statute, 

employees that are in the lowest quartile 

and those that are high-performers should receive the highest levels of merit pay, while employees who are 

better paid and lower-performing are awarded the lowest levels of merit pay. This system comports with the 

goal of moving state employees through a salary range that is comparable to an equivalent private sector salary. 

Due to the fact that the merit pay was established in the 2012 legislative session, FY 2013-14 will be the first 

opportunity for the Executive Branch and the General Assembly to work together to fund the merit pay system. 

Prior to FY 2013-14, state employees were eligible for increased compensation based on a performance-based 

pay system. However, out of this program’s 11 years of operation, funding was allocated in only four years. 

Referendum S 

In 2012, Colorado voters passed Referendum S, a measure that amended the state constitution to increase the 

number of employees who are exempt from the state civil service system, change the testing and hiring 

procedures for filling vacancies, and expand the hiring preference for veterans.  

Both Referendum S and the 2012 merit pay legislation present opportunities to further increase accountability 

of state employees and to reward excellent work.  

State Workforce Recommendations 

 Recommendation: The state’s existing merit pay system should be funded to provide meaningful incentives 

and to reward performance. 

Note: The governor’s FY 2013-14 proposed budget request reflects this recommendation. 
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Transportation 
Colorado’s diverse and dynamic economy, including its unparalleled venues for recreation, needs a modern and 

efficient transportation system to function optimally. The highway system moves millions of people and tons of 

goods daily, but critical elements of the road network are aging and congested. 

Much of Colorado’s interstate highway system dates to the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations, with 

many bridges and significant portions of pavement in need of major reconstruction. The demands placed on 

Colorado’s transportation system will increase with a growing population, and the future of the economy is 

dependent on how we confront the challenges. The state’s widespread and robust transportation system has 

been an economic asset but the needs of this system are extensive. 

 52 percent of Colorado’s state highways are rated in “poor” condition, up from 40 percent rated as 

“poor” in 2006  

 33 percent of the state’s highways have deteriorated to the point of needing full reconstruction, at an 

estimated cost of $8.6 billion 

Transportation in the Lives of Coloradans 

It is estimated that an average of 2.6 million people 

travel 76 million miles on Colorado highways each 

day. The state’s transportation system connects 

Colorado’s communities and provides the 

foundation for Colorado’s quality of life and 

outdoor lifestyle. The impacts of the transportation 

system are as obvious as long traffic delays and as 

inconspicuous as the role transportation plays in the cost of groceries. 

Transportation plays a major role in maintaining the state’s unique environment by efficiently operating roads to 

reduce congestion, enhancing multi-modal connections, managing travel demand, and leading with green 

building practices. Colorado’s quality of life is enhanced by the clean air and pristine views that result from 

reducing congestion and vehicle emissions, and cleaner waterways resulting from timely and environmentally-

sensitive maintenance practices. Despite declining revenues for transportation safety projects, Colorado has 

made significant progress over the last three decades in making our highways safer. A number of indicators, 

including fewer fatalities on roadways and reduced traffic crashes following targeted safety projects, show the 

importance of highway safety projects. In rural areas, shoulder widening has been shown to reduce crashes up 

to 35 percent, rumble strips by 30 percent and guardrails by 20-60 percent. Along with education and 

enforcement, investments in engineering projects focused on improving safety have contributed to a significant 

decline in traffic fatalities over the last decade, despite the fact that more people are driving on our highways. 

But there is still more work to be done. Of the 450 highway fatalities in Colorado in 2010, 50 percent were 

attributed to rural run-off-the-road accidents or head-on collisions. More shoulders, guardrails, passing lanes, 

and rumble strips are needed to bring that number down. 

Transportation is one of the most affordable services in Colorado, yet motorists may not realize this because 

they don’t receive a monthly bill like they do for utilities. Someone who drives 1,000 miles a month in a car that 

gets 18 miles per gallon pays just $22.50 a month in federal and state gas taxes to drive on Colorado highways. 

That’s less than what the average person pays for monthly mobile phone service. Colorado ranks 33rd in the 

nation among the states for the amount of gas tax paid per gallon.31 

“I am particularly concerned with 

transportation. I see it as ‘pay me now, or pay 

me more – later’ if we do not repair our state’s 

roads in a timely fashion.” 

-Rachel from Mountain Corridor, 

Regional Meeting Participant 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sapnJ3xYoAk
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Transportation Impacts on the Economy 

Investing in our transportation system fuels the economy. The vast majority of the Colorado Department of 

Transportation’s (CDOT) construction program is contracted out to the private sector, including any 

maintenance work over $150,000. But investments in infrastructure contribute more to the U.S. economy than 

simply providing much-needed construction sector jobs. Improved infrastructure also reduces costs for 

businesses, making U.S. companies more competitive. 

A modern transportation infrastructure network is necessary for our economy to function, and is a prerequisite 

for future growth. If motorists in metropolitan areas cannot get to work in a timely and efficient manner, the 

state’s business climate suffers. Companies may choose to locate in other states or decide not to expand, 

resulting in fewer jobs for Coloradans. Similarly, a healthy transportation network is critical to the needs of rural 

Colorado. Colorado’s agribusiness industry generates $16 billion in sales and employs over 107,000 Coloradans. 

For example, over 42,000 semi-truck loads leave the San Luis Valley each year to take Colorado potatoes to 

consumers throughout the U.S. as well as to Mexico.32 

Businesses depend on a well-functioning infrastructure system to obtain their supplies, manage their 

inventories, and deliver their goods and services to market. This is true for companies whose businesses rely 

directly on the infrastructure system, such as shippers like UPS and BNSF, as well as others whose businesses 

indirectly rely on the infrastructure system, such as farmers who use publicly funded roads to ship crops to 

buyers, and internet companies that send goods purchased online to customers across the world. 

The state’s economy cannot thrive if motorists entering Colorado transition from a smooth, well-maintained 

roadway in a neighboring state to patched pavement that gives shocks an extra workout and tempts visitors to 

bypass Colorado on the next trip. Sixty-eight percent of the $125 billion worth of commodities delivered 

annually from sites in Colorado is transported by trucks on the state's highways. An additional 19 percent is 

delivered by parcel, U.S. Postal Service, or courier, which use multiple modes, including trucks.33 Another direct 

example of the transportation-economy nexus is the state’s I-70 mountain corridor. The impact of congestion on 

I-70 West totals $839 million per year (2005 dollars.)34 This reflects a decrease in tourism spending, value of time 

lost for residents, loss of productivity and business efficiency, and state, county, and city retail sales tax revenue 

decrease. If I-70 West becomes too congested, visitors may decide to recreate elsewhere, devastating many 

mountain communities. A one percent decline in tourism spending in the mountain resort region means an 

annual loss of $25 million in business revenue. 

In short, to compete in commerce and tourism, Colorado needs a transportation network with the capacity, 

quality, and technology to safely and efficiently move travelers throughout the state. 

A Growing Population 

Colorado’s population has increased about 53 percent in the past two decades. Travel on the highway system – 

measured as miles of vehicle travel – has increased 57 percent over the same period. Yet the road capacity 

added to handle that growth, defined as new lane miles, increased only two percent over the same 20 years. As 

the population continues to grow, more and more people will be traveling Colorado’s highways. On Colorado’s 

busy highways, congestion delays commuters an average of 14 minutes. At current funding levels, the delay will 

more than double to 31 minutes in the next 20 years.35 
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YEAR 1990 2000 2010 2035 (projected) 

Population36 3,294,473 4,338,801 5,050,870 7,474,936 

Vehicle Miles Traveled on State 

Highway System (in millions)37 
17,759 25,134 27,898 44,989 

Lane Miles38 22,610 22,699 22,982 23,200 

Challenges of Extreme Conditions 

Colorado has unique transportation challenges. It has the highest mean elevation of any state, at 6,800 feet. 

CDOT crews deal with rock fall mitigation, avalanches, floods, damaging freeze-thaw cycles, and often-extreme 

fall and spring blizzards. CDOT spends $60 million each year, approximately five percent of the total budget, on 

snow removal alone. This work keeps more than 35 high mountain passes open throughout the year (the largest 

pass inventory of any state). CDOT also monitors and controls 278 avalanche paths.  

To meet these challenges, CDOT relies on an increasingly outdated fleet of trucks, plows, and other equipment. 

These road repair vehicles are currently kept running 12 to 15 years beyond when they normally would have 

been replaced with new, more efficient equipment. The result is higher maintenance costs. Funding shortfalls 

also have prevented CDOT from fully addressing another mountain state challenge – rock fall. Engineers have 

identified 750 rock fall sites that threaten motorists around the state, yet CDOT only has the funding to provide 

mitigation – blasting dangerous outcroppings or adding netting to rock walls above the roadway – at only about 

five of those locations each year. Despite Colorado’s uniquely difficult and costly transportation maintenance 

challenges, CDOT spends less to maintain a mile of highway annually than the national average among the 

states.39 

Paying for Transportation 

While the demand on the transportation system keeps growing, CDOT’s budget is less today than it was a 

decade ago. While these realities have brought about efforts at CDOT to be more efficient and eliminate waste, 

efficiency alone is not enough. Over the past five years, CDOT’s budget has decreased by about 30 percent – 

from $1.6 billion in fiscal year 2007, to $1.1 billion in fiscal year 2012. This is mostly due to cuts in state General 

Fund revenues (e.g. income and sales tax collections) that were previously directed to transportation. CDOT has 

not received funding from the state’s General Fund since 2009.40 CDOT’s current revenue sources are described 

below. 

The buying power of funds available to CDOT is also declining, as revenues are not keeping pace with the costs 

of building and maintaining the state’s transportation system. Fuel taxes are key components in transportation 

funding, yet with tax rates largely frozen over the past two decades, inflation has been eating away at the 

purchasing power of those tax revenues. That inflationary effect, including construction cost increases of about 

4.4 percent a year, means a dollar spent on transportation 20 years ago would buy 42 cents worth today. 
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Source: Colorado Department of Transportation – Division of Accounting and Financial Management and Budget 

State and Federal Gas Tax 

Transportation is primarily financed through federal and state fuel tax proceeds. The state’s gas tax was last 

increased in 1991 to 22 cents per gallon, where it has remained for over 20 years. Similarly, the federal gas tax is 

18.4 cents per gallon, which was set in 1993. In Colorado, the citizens pay a combined 40.4 cents per 

gallon. When compared to other states, Colorado ranks 33rd in the nation and is below the national average of 

48.8 cents. Neighboring states such as Kansas and Nebraska have higher gas taxes at 43.4 and 46 cents 

respectively and do not have the transportation challenges associated with a mountain terrain. Additionally, 

dependence on fuel taxes presents other difficulties. Tax revenues are collected based on the number of gallons 

sold, not the price of fuel, so increased fuel efficiency, hybrids and alternative fuel and electric vehicles also are 

contributing to a decline in transportation funding. 

Fees 

In addition to fuel tax revenues, CDOT 

receives a small portion of motor 

vehicle registration fees along with 

FASTER (Funding Advancements for 

Surface Transportation and Economic 

Recovery) bridge and highway safety 

surcharges on vehicle-registration fees, 

surcharges on rental-car fees, and 

permit fees for oversize/overweight 

vehicles. All of these funds go into the 

Highway Users Tax Fund (HUTF), which 

is disbursed to numerous entities, 

including the Colorado State Patrol, the 

Division of Motor Vehicles, CDOT, and 

cities and counties around the state. 

About half of total HUTF collections flow to CDOT.  

Inflation-adjusted CDOT Funding Sources by Fiscal Year  
Actual 1990-2011 and Projected 2012-2030 

Revenues Deflated by Denver-Boulder Consumer Price Index 
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Toll Lanes 

Through its High Performance Transportation Enterprise (HPTE), Colorado continues to explore the option of 

adding tolled express lanes as a way to provide congestion-free travel in major highway corridors. This approach 

focuses on tolling new lanes or new highways only while existing lanes remain toll free.   

In Colorado today, seven miles of I-25, between downtown Denver and U.S. 36, include a tolled express lane. 

This lane has proven very effective for carpooling and single occupancy commuters willing to pay for reliable 

commute times.   

Within a few years, the HPTE expects to extend tolled express lanes on U.S. 36 to Boulder as well as along I-25 

North between U.S. 36 and 120th. For U.S. 36, HPTE successfully financed phase one of the U.S. 36 Express Lanes 

Projects from I-25 to just past Interlocken and is working on a public/private partnership for phase two to 

complete the project into Boulder. Phases one and two together are estimated at $400 million, half of which is 

attributable to the express lanes construction, which is being financed by private equity and anticipated toll 

revenues.  

Deteriorating Highways and Bridges 

The current transportation system deteriorates each year due to inadequate resources for maintenance. Today, 

Colorado’s transportation needs far outpace available or anticipated resources on many fronts. For example, the 

agency’s database shows about 33 percent of the state highway system – 7,300 lane miles – is in need of 

complete reconstruction. One of the state’s largest and most heavily traveled bridges, the I-70 viaduct in central 

Denver, has between ten to twenty years left before costly and extensive repairs or replacement become 

critically needed. This highway serves an average of 150,000 vehicles per day and is a direct link to Denver 

International Airport and the major east-west thoroughfare across Colorado.    

In addition, with the majority of CDOT’s budget currently maintaining the state’s existing road system, there is 

very little money remaining for projects such as new highway lanes, interregional public transit, or commuter 

bike paths. Today 32 percent of all urban state highways are congested, while we look to a future with a 48 

percent projected increase in statewide population over the next 20 years.    

Options Moving Forward 

If the state continues with the status quo, residents should expect to drive on roads with more ruts, and with 

increasing average commuter times due to congestion. If no additional funding is found for critical 

transportation needs, the portion of the system in good/fair condition will continue to deteriorate (see chart on 

page 32.) To sustain bridges, pavement, and general maintenance in their current condition, an infusion of new 

money will be required. Meeting goals set by the Colorado Transportation Commission for a healthier system 

will require even greater spending. Some communities are moving ahead with financing measures locally to 

solve their transportation issues instead of waiting for the state to catch up. 
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 EXISTING FUTURE - Over the next ten years 

CATEGORY 

Current  
Condition 

Do Nothing 
(No Additional 

Investment) 

Sustain Current 
Conditions 

Goal 

Outcome 
Additional 
Funds/Yr. 

Outcome 
Additional 
Funds/Yr. 

Outcome 
Additional 
Funds/Yr. 

Bridges 

 
94.5% at 

Good/Fair 
 

92.8% at 
Good/Fair 

$0 
94.5% at 

Good/Fair 
$60 

million 
95% at 

Good/Fair 
$80 

million 

Pavement 
48% at 

Good/Fair 

Less than 
31% at 

Good/Fair 
$0 

48% at 
Good/Fair 

$90 
million 

60% at 
Good/Fair 

$280 
million 

General 
Maintenance* 

B- Level 
of Service 

 
C+ Level 

of Service 
 

$0 
B- Level 

of Service 
$7 

 million 
B Level of 

Service 
$30 

million 

*General maintenance covers numerous CDOT functions, including traffic services, snow and ice control, roadway services such as  

litter removal, and tunnel and rest area maintenance. 

Transportation Recommendations 

 Recommendation: Coloradans must choose how best to finance substantial investments in Colorado’s 

transportation system, including how best to maintain existing roads and bridges and to undertake new 

projects that help relieve congestion in urban and suburban areas and to improve safety and reliability in 

rural areas. 

 Recommendation: Public/private and public/public (intra-governmental) partnerships should be pursued to 

relieve congestion and provide better travel time reliability on congested corridors. Toll, managed lanes, 

such as HOV, should be implemented to offset a portion of the cost. 

 Recommendation: Non-governmental transportation stakeholders should continue to conduct research and 

develop options to fund maintenance and expansion of the transportation system and make proposals in 

the near-term to keep the state transportation system competitive. 

 Recommendation: The Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) should continue to educate the 

public about the status of transportation funding in Colorado and the current condition of the state’s aging 

infrastructure, as well as the consequences on our existing infrastructure if we continue to fund 

transportation at the current rate. 

 Recommendation: Over the long run, new transportation funding mechanisms should be explored as 

alternatives or additions to the current system that relies heavily on gasoline tax. Options should include a 

vehicle miles traveled (VMT) fee, indexing the gas tax to inflation and greater regional funding authority. 

 Recommendation: The state should play an enhanced role in helping to catalyze and secure funding for 

transit projects, such as interregional bus service. 
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Additional Issue: State Constitution 
In addition to consideration of the five TBD Colorado issues already discussed, a significant number of 

participants expressed a concern about the state’s constitution. In response, project staff designed specific 

opportunities for participants to discuss their concerns about the constitution (see Golden Ticket report on the 

TBD Colorado website.) However, due to its late addition to the process, participants did not have the benefit of 

being presented with background material, as was the case with the other issues. Therefore, the 

recommendations for this area are more general and include additional public education and engagement.  

Colorado’s Constitution was adopted in 1876 and is the highest law of our state. It can only be changed by a 

majority vote of the people. A 2007 study done by the University of Denver Strategic Issues Panel reported that 

prior to 2007 Colorado amended its constitution 35 times, compared to just 27 amendments to the U.S. 

Constitution in 217 years.41 There have been several new amendments to the Colorado State Constitution even 

over the last five years. The table on the next page is a sample of amendments that have passed over the last 

136 years.42 

While Coloradans’ right to change their constitution through the ballot box is something to be valued and 

protected, over the years amendments have been passed that have had the unintended consequence of making 

it difficult or impossible for elected representatives to solve problems in a timely and efficient manner. 

Furthermore, some very important amendments concerning the state budget have had the combined effect of 

requiring increased spending on education (Amendment 23) while limiting the total amount of revenue that the 

state can spend (TABOR.) This is an unsustainable situation and requires attention. 
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Amendment Year 
Passed 

Summary 

Importation of Spurious and 

Drugged Liquor 

1876 Prohibits the importation of drugged/poisonous liquor 

Old Age Pension 1956 85 percent of all net revenue accrued or accruing, received or receivable from 

any and all excise taxes now; 85 percent of net revenue from taxes on liquor 

Legalize Bingo, Lotto etc. 1958 Bingo, raffles operated by non-profit organizations 

Prohibit Nuclear Detonations 
without Vote of the People 

1974 Required prior approval by the voters prior to the detonation of a nuclear 
device 

Gallagher Amendment 
(referendum) 

1982 Reformed the state’s property tax system  

Term Limits for State Offices 1990 Limited the number of terms for state officeholders 

TABOR 1992 Requires voter approval for local and state tax increases and debt; limits the 
amount of revenue government can retain; and creates different revenue 
limits for different levels of government in the state 

Great Outdoors Colorado 1992 Dedicate lottery proceeds to preserve and protect open space, wildlife and to 

fund recreational opportunities   

Prohibited Methods of Killing 
Wildlife 

1996 Unlawful to take wildlife with any leg hold trap, any instant kill body-gripping 

design trap, or by poison or snare in the State of Colorado 

Voluntary Congressional 
Term Limits Declaration  

1998 Information for voters about congressional candidates' decisions to term limit 

themselves shall be allowed, but not required 

Homestead Exemption 2000 50 percent of the first $200,000 of actual value of residential real property 
exempt from property taxation if the owner is 65 or older 

Amendment 23 2000 Increased funding for K-12 education to grow annually by the rate of inflation 
plus one percentage point for fiscal years 2001-2011; and annually by the rate 
of inflation thereafter 

Campaign Finance/Disclosure 2000 Limits campaign contributions; small donor committees, etc. 

Medical Marijuana 2000 Authorizes use of marijuana for persons suffering from debilitating medical 
conditions 

Tobacco Tax 2004 Increased taxes on cigarettes and tobacco products; proceeds designated for 
health-related and tobacco cessation programs 

Ethics in Government/ 

Amendment 41 

2006 Restricted elected officials and state employees from accepting gifts 

(monetary or in-kind); established ethics commission; and ensures two year 

time-out until former statewide elected officials may lobby 

Minimum Wage 2006 Increased Colorado’s minimum wage and adjusts it annually for inflation 

Amendment 54 2008 Prohibits sole source government contractors from making a contribution to a 
political party or candidate for elective office during the term of the contracts 

Amendment 64 2012 Allows adults 21 and older to purchase up to one ounce of marijuana from 
specialty marijuana dispensaries and grow up to six marijuana plants in their 
homes. 

Amendment 65 2012 Encourages the establishment of campaign spending limits rather than 
voluntary spending limits 
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State Constitution Recommendations 

 Recommendation: Additional public engagement should be undertaken with the goal of identifying a 

package of reforms to the state constitution that keeps faith with Colorado’s tradition of direct democracy 

but also recognizes the unique importance of the constitution. 

o Civic groups across Colorado have been convening conversations and educating residents about 

some provisions in the constitution for many years. These efforts have led to awareness among 

tens of thousands of residents that the state’s constitution contains some troubling provisions. 

Due to the importance duly accorded to constitutional amendments, even more public 

education and discussion is needed to identify the wisest course forward. 

 Recommendation: A process, such as a newly created review commission, to periodically review the 

constitution and recommend changes to voters should be explored. 

 Recommendation: After the above recommendation is carried out, the process for amending the 

constitution should be changed so that a higher bar must be met for new amendments. 

o The number of signatures required for ballot access should be increased. 

o A supermajority of voters should be required for changes to the constitution. 

Conclusion 
“To be determined,” or TBD, may sound like an odd name for a public engagement effort. Most often the 

acronym is used as a placeholder due to uncertainty, as in “We’ll meet next Tuesday, place TBD.” But in the case 

of TBD Colorado, it refers to the process of Coloradans determining the future of their state, of actively learning 

about issues and joining one another to develop creative solutions.  

Participants in TBD Colorado, by investing their time, sharing their values, and evaluating options, have 

demonstrated their willingness to tackle hard problems and see them through to a solution. While our state has 

much to be proud of, it also has challenges. None of us alone has the wisdom or perspective to identify the 

wisest course – but by supporting Coloradans to be the best informed, most engaged people of any state, 

Colorado is successfully determining its future. 

More information can be found at www.TBDColorado.org.  

  

“We have a state constitution that needs to be changed because that is the root cause of our 

budget problems. If we don’t do something about the state constitution, everything we’re 

trying to do here is just a Band-Aid… we need to deal with the constitutional issues, 

specifically TABOR, Gallagher, and Amendment 23.” 

-Dan from Durango, 

Regional Meeting Participant 

http://www.tbdcolorado.org/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KIcd0YrPWXU
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