Colorado
Background
Colorado Preschool Program
The Colorado Preschool Program (CPP) provides part-day1 early childhood services for at-risk
three- and four-year-olds. Risk factors include an income at or below 185 percent of the federal
poverty level, qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch, domestic violence or drug abuse in
a household, poor social skills, having parents who have not completed high school or were
younger than nineteen years old at the time of the child’s birth, or other factors decided at the
local level.2 Four-year-olds must have at least one risk factor to be eligible for CPP; three-yearolds must display at least three risk factors.3
The Colorado Department of Education (CDE) distributes CPP funds to local education
agencies, including school districts and the Charter School Institute (CSI), through the state
school funding formula, based on the number of slots allocated to each district. The Colorado
Charter Schools Institute is Colorado’s Statewide Independent Authorizing Board, governed
by a nine-member board appointed by the governor and commissioner of education. It also
serves as the Local Education Agency (LEA) for charter schools it authorizes. Districts may
subcontract with charter schools, Head Start programs, and nonprofit and for-profit preschool
and child care programs to serve children funded through CPP,4 but only districts and CSI may
be the direct grantee from CDE. Each district that receives CPP funds must establish a District
Advisory Council comprised of early childhood and community stakeholders to advise on the
CPP program, including the allocation of slots between public schools and other providers. In
districts where one or more charter schools exist, this advisory council must include a charter
school representative.5

Charter schools in Colorado
Colorado allows for start-up and conversion charter schools.6 Local school boards and the
CSI, an independent body established by state law, are eligible authorizers. School boards are
generally limited to authorizing charters in or contiguous to their districts, and CSI can only
authorize in places where local districts do not have “exclusive chartering authority,” or where
districts waive their authorizing authority7 (the majority of CSI-authorized schools).8 (Charter
schools in Colorado are not their own LEAs but must be part of a district LEA, or the CSI
operates as the LEA for the schools it authorizes.)
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Colorado's climate for
charter schools to offer pre-K
is somewhat hospitable

There are no state statutory or
regulatory barriers to charter
schools accessing state
funding for pre-K.
Compared to K–12 funding
levels, low pre-K program
funding for some providers
makes pre-K less attractive to
charters.
The size of the pre-K program
does not limit charter access
to funding.
The funding, application, or
approval process creates a
barrier to charter access.
Automatic enrollment from
charter pre-K to kindergarten
is not prohibited in legislation
or practice.

Colorado
Process for Accessing Pre-K
Funds
CPP funding flows from the Colorado Department of Education
to participating school districts and the Charter School Institute
(CSI).9 Charter schools authorized by CSI must apply for CPP
slots through the same process by which CSI approves charter
schools’ expansion to serve new grades.10 CPP funds that flow
from CDE to CSI can only be used in schools authorized by CSI.
Charter schools authorized by districts may access CPP slots at
the discretion of the district and its preschool advisory council.
As a result, the number of CPP slots available to charter schools
is limited. The Colorado legislature caps the number of funded
CPP slots each year based on available funding, and districts and
CSI can receive additional slots only when funding increases.
When CSI was created in 2004, most existing CPP slots were
already allocated to districts, so for most of its history CSI had
very few CPP slots. In 2013, the legislature funded an expansion
of CPP through Early Childhood At-Risk Enhancement
(ECARE) slots. As a result, CSI received additional CPP slots.
Under the parameters of ECARE, these slots can be used for
pre-K or for full-day kindergarten. CSI charter schools elected
to use 127 of these slots for preschool and 227 for full-day
kindergarten.11
Also in 2013, the CSI decided to reallocate its CPP slots.
Charters that already had CPP slots could continue to receive

LOCAL INITIATIVES: DPP
Denver offers an additional pre-K initiative, the Denver
Preschool Program (DPP). The program was created through a
voter-approved ballot initiative in 2006, with support from by
then-Mayor and current Governor John Hickenlooper. Funding
for DPP comes from a 0.12 percent tax on purchases in the
city. In late 2014, the Denver City Council approved a ballot
measure to increase the sales tax to 0.15 percent to continue
the program.
DPP allocates tuition credits to children using a sliding scale
based on both a child’s family income and the size, duration,
and quality of the preschool program the child attends (as
measured by QRIS). Charter schools can access funding through
DPP, which requires that providers be licensed, have insurance,
participate in Denver’s early education quality improvement
system, and enroll at least one four-year-old child who lives in
the city and county of Denver. Three Denver charter schools
presently offer DPP (out of more than 250 registered providers.
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funding, but CSI reduced the allocation for some schools in
order to allow additional charter schools to receive funding.
Since most charter schools do not receive CPP funding, the
majority of charter schools that offer pre-K in Colorado do so
by charging parents tuition. Some parents who receive state
child care subsidies may also use these funds to cover costs of
attendance at early childhood programs run by charter schools.
Denver students may also use DPP slots to attend preschool at a
participating charter school.

Barriers
Are there any statutory or regulatory barriers to charter
schools accessing state funding for pre-K?
No. Colorado’s charter legislation does not explicitly
permit or prevent charter schools from offering pre-K.
Charter schools are authorized to offer any educational program
that may be offered by a school district, provided they meet
child care center licensing requirements administered by the
Colorado Department of Human Services.12 School districts and
the Charter School Institute may allocate CPP slots to high
quality preschool programs in charter schools.13
The Colorado Preschool Program Act does, however, give
charter schools clear statutory authority to establish and operate
pre-K and to receive CPP funds from districts.
At least thirty-eight charter schools in the state offer pre-K,14 but
just ten of those schools receive CPP funds.15 In the 2013–2014
school year, 385 children with CPP funding were served in
charter schools. This included two schools chartered through
CSI and charter schools in seven school districts. Most charter
schools that offer pre-K do so on a tuition basis.

Is the funding level of the state pre-K program a barrier
to charter access?
Yes. Low pre-K program funding, compared to K-12
funding levels, makes pre-K less attractive to charters.
The per-pupil funding amount for CPP depends on the provider,
but for some providers, CPP per-pupil funding is low, even for a
part-day program. Those providers receive less than 40 percent
of the amount that charter schools receive to serve K–12
students.

Is the size of the state pre-K program a barrier to charter
access?
No. The size of the program is not a barrier to charters
accessing state pre-K funds. The program serves more
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than 20 percent all four-year-olds in the state, but it does not
serve all eligible pre-K students. The limited number of CPP
slots available to CSI has been a barrier to charter access,
however.

Is the application, approval, and/or funding process a barrier to charter access?
Yes. Charter schools that are interested in offering pre-K
must go through a school district or the Charter School
Institute to get CPP funding. Charter schools authorized by
districts (most charter schools in the state) must go through
their district to access CPP funding. Relatively few charter
schools have accessed CPP funds in this way. While districts can
allocate slots to charter schools, most don’t have enough slots to
serve all eligible kids, so they tend to prioritize their own
schools.

Is automatic enrollment from pre-K to kindergarten prohibited in legislation or practice?

Recommendations
The state charter law does not explicitly allow charter schools to
offer pre-K, but this has not proven to be a barrier. Most charter
schools that offer pre-K fund their programs by charging tuition.
To address the approval and funding barriers, Colorado should:
• Award CSI an equitable number of CPP slots based on the
number of kindergarteners with risk factors served by CSIauthorized schools.
• Require district advisory councils for CPP programs to
consider charter preschool programs on an equitable basis
with district schools and other community-based programs
in deciding how to deliver CPP programs.
• Establish clear policies around when and whether students
in tuition-based pre-K programs operated by a charter school
can enroll in kindergarten without going through the school’s
lottery.

No. Colorado law does not require charter schools to
admit children to the school via lottery, although many
individual charter contracts do require a lottery. In general,
Colorado authorizers have allowed charters that operate
preschool programs to enroll preschool students in kindergarten
without a separate lottery, including schools that charge tuition
for preschool.

Colorado Preschool Program (CPP)

Charter schools in Colorado

Year created

Launched in 1988

Charter law enacted in 1993

Children in Colorado

140,293 three- and four-year-olds16

1,016,933 school-age children in Colorado17

Children served

19,538 children served
7 percent of three-year-olds
21 percent of four-year-olds

99,328 students enrolled in charters
9.8 percent of school-age population
197 charters

Charter schools

Thirty-eight charter schools in Colorado offer pre-K.18

135 charter schools in Colorado offer elementary
programs.19

Funding

CPP providers receive between $3,278 and $8,083 per
pupil.20

Charter schools receive $8,786 per pupil for
K–12.21
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