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Commentary EDUCATION

‘Don’t let schooling interfere with your education.’
Mark Twain

Part of the process
Jack Van Ens did a column about the 

recall of Colorado state senators because of 
the gun control laws passed last year. Ac-
cording to Van Ens, the recalls were a bad 
idea because we have a republican form of 
government, and these recalls had the tone 
of pure democracy.

Van Ens gave a confusing presentation, 
since a lot of his arguments, like quoting 
James Madison and Rev. John Wither-
spoon, dealt with federal law. Recall is a 
matter of state, not federal law.

The recall of elected officials is dealt with 
in Article XXI of the Colorado Constitution 
and Title 1, Article 12, Part 1 of the Colora-
do Revised Statutes.

It is interesting that Van Ens, who ap-
pears to be a liberal/progressive, is so hard 
on recall. It is the product of the Progressive 
movement that flourished in the late 1800s 
and early 1900s. Colorado enacted the recall 
process into law in 1914. Two companion 
causes at that time were initiative and refer-
endum; those were already provided for in 
Colorado’s original constitution of 1876.

The people who promoted such mea-
sures were mostly Democrats or partisans 
of more leftist persuasions. They included 
Woodrow Wilson, William Jennings Bry-
an and Al Smith. Republicans Theodore 
Roosevelt and Robert M. LaFolette Sr. also 
supported a number of Progressive ideas.

Van Ens complained because removal of 
elected officials should only be done “where 
other legal procedures have run their 
course. Use it when a legislator shows in-
competence or is malfeasant in duties.” He 
did not identify any laws, court cases or oth-
er authorities to establish these conditions.

There was a 1974 Colorado Supreme 
Court case that dealt with the issue of 
grounds for recall — Bernzen vs. City of 
Boulder. There, Boulder resisted a peti-
tion to recall two council members on the 
basis that insufficient grounds had been 
alleged to justify a recall. The city had a re-
call ordinance of its own that required the 
grounds for recall should be spelled out in 
the petition.

The Colorado Supreme Court said: 
“Thus, Colorado is not state in which offi-
cial misconduct is necessarily required as 
a ground for recall. Rather, the dissatisfac-
tion, whatever the reason, of the electorate 

is sufficient to set the recall procedures in 
motion. 

“ ... We view recall, as well as the initia-
tive and referendum, as fundamental rights 
of a republican form of government (are 
you listening, Van Ens?) which the people 
have reserved unto themselves.”

Of course, you aren’t going to have recalls 
often, since there have to be a lot of very 
upset citizens to sign the petitions, finance 
the process and get the votes needed. As 
I recall, there hadn’t been a recall of state 
officials before this in Colorado.

In any case — apply Van Ens’ standard 
to the recent recalls. Take John Morse, for 
example. He was president of the Colorado 
Senate. He did more than vote in favor of 
gun control laws that a lot of people strong-
ly objected to. It is claimed he also restrict-
ed public comment during the hearings. 
There were a lot of complaints from people 
who had traveled long distances to Denver 
to offer their views, only to be denied an 
opportunity to comment.

It also is alleged that the Democrat 
majority refused to consider numerous Re-
publican attempts to modify the bills. New 
York Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s people 
had allegedly written these laws, and the 
proponents didn’t want any changes. The 
fix was in. Too bad The Denver Post and 
other news organizations didn’t check into 
this part of the story.

John Morse’s fingerprints were all over 
the fiasco that attended these gun control 
laws. He upset a lot of his constituents, and 
they gave him the boot. That’s part of the 
political process in a republic.

Terry Quinn
Eagle

Great job
I’d like to offer my gratitude for the fine 

work of Beaver Creek Ski Patrol members 
Colin, Jocko and Brent. On Feb. 18, my son, 
Theo, sustained a concussion after colliding 
with trees. Colin was first to reach us and 
did his job expertly and efficiently, while 
maintaining a calm and friendly demeanor 
that was so helpful to Theo (and his ter-
rified parents). I know this is an everyday 
event for the ski patrol but, luckily, it is not 
an everyday event for my family. We are 

Proposal 
misses the 

mark
This year, the Colorado Legislature is con-

sidering a number of fiscal and education pol-
icy bills. Perhaps the most prominent of these 
is the so-called “Student Success Act,” which 
has endured several hours of critical testimo-
ny from Colorado school leaders as a first step 
in the legislative process.

While the bill does contain some positive 
elements, the “Student Success Act” contains 
two problematic provisions for Colorado 
public schools. One would change the method 
of counting students in the state, and the sec-
ond would create a state 
reporting website for 
financial information on 
schools.

On the surface, these 
provisions would not 
seem to have much of 
an impact, if any at 
all, on the day-to-day 
operation of a school. 
And, this is precisely 
the problem. These are 
classic state-level, top-
down, big-government policies that will have 
absolutely no effect on those things that we 
know make a difference in really improving 
education. Things like efforts to improve the 
quality of instruction and efforts to mitigate 
the effects of poverty on learning. 

COUNTING STUDENTS
Colorado currently counts students based 

on how many are enrolled in schools as of 
Oct. 1 of each year. The “Student Success Act” 
would change the counting method to an “av-
erage daily membership,” where the enrolled 
students are counted daily, and then the days 
are averaged to arrive at a school district (or 
charter school’s) funded pupil count.

A stated goal of this policy is to create an 
“incentive” for teachers to serve students after 
Oct. 1 while creating pressure on schools to 
keep students enrolled. Yet, in a study com-
missioned by the Colorado Legislature in 2011 
which looked at this issue, no evidence could 
be found that changing the student count 
mechanisms either increased student per-
formance or attendance. In fact, study shows 
that three of the highest performing educa-
tion states in the country (Massachusetts, 
Maryland and New Jersey) all use the sin-
gle-day count method, which this bill moves 
Colorado away from.

The theory that this entire policy rests on 
is foolish and misguided. The notion that 
our educators need an “incentive” to educate 
students, or keep students in school after Oct. 
1 is professionally insulting. Our teachers and 
school principals work to help students every 
single day because we love the children and 
families in our community and will do what-
ever we can for them to be successful. 

This policy has not considered the ad-
ditional resources in terms of staff time, 
energy and systems that will be necessary in 
our schools to carry out this new counting 
method. Counting students every day will not 
happen by itself. This is yet another unfunded 
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mandate that our legislature has become 
fond of pushing on our local schools.

Finally, without any real investment of 
new dollars into the school funding for-
mula, changing the funded pupil count 
mechanism is nothing more than a state 
government shell game. The allocation of 
education funds is primarily determined 
by the student enrollment count. If the size 
of the funding pie does not significantly 
increase but we just change the manner by 
which we divide it up, then has anything 
significant really changed?

FISCAL TRANSPARENCY
A second major provision of the “Student 

Success Act” directs the Colorado Depart-
ment of Education to create an account-
ing website that tracks district and school 
spending. The rationale behind this is to 
provide greater fiscal “transparency,” which 
will lead to better efficiency. 

Yet our school district already publishes 
more than 200 pages of budget documen-
tation annually. In addition, we present all 
of our checks on the district’s website and 
make readily available all of our spending 
and other financial documents. How much 
more transparent do our schools need to be?

Also, Colorado schools are remarkably 
efficient in how they spend tax dollars. Col-
orado education spending ranks in the 40s 
compared to other states (depending on 
which school funds are included). Yet, on 
the latest national achievement measures, 
the state ranks 11th in terms of student 
performance.

There is no credible evidence that the 
creation of this accounting website will 
improve academic outcomes or spending 
efficiency. And, it is so far removed from 
teaching and learning as to be laughable. 
Before moving forward with this policy we 
must ask if another state-mandated and 
duplicative bureaucratic hoop for local 
schools really adds value to our educa-
tion system. Do you want your tax dollars 

funding this, or funding students?

BOONDOGGLE
Together, these two provisions will cost 

$15 million of your tax dollars, which will 
be directed to the Colorado Department 
of Education. Hmm. The bill provides no 
resources for this purpose to your local 
schools, which will ultimately be saddled 
with the responsibility of collecting and 
uploading the information. This is a polit-
ically driven state government solution in 
search of a non-existent problem.

GLIMMERS OF HOPE
In spite of these two harebrained ele-

ments of the “Student Success Act,” the 
bill does have a few redeeming features. 
First, it takes a step toward repairing the 
billion-dollar gutting of education spend-
ing in the state that occurred with the 
“negative factor” through a proposed $100 
million restoration. While a step in the 
right direction, at this rate it will take us a 
decade (or longer) to restore Colorado edu-
cation to pre-recession levels. 

Second, it contains some provisions to 
better fund English Language Learners, a 
group of students that has grown expan-
sively in the state who have additional 
needs beyond typical students. Finally, 
the bill allocates some dollars to fund past 
unfunded, or underfunded, mandates 
the Legislature has put forth in previous 
sessions.

Collectively, we can urge our legislators 
and governor to focus on policies that sup-
port better instruction and help mitigate 
the effects of poverty on learning. We can 
also demand that our elected officials ad-
equately resource education and give our 
teachers what they need to be successful. 
The education of our state’s children is, 
arguably, the most precious thing our gov-
ernment does — we should treat it with a 
commensurate level of reverence.

Jason E. Glass is the superintendent of 
Eagle County Schools. He can be reached at 
jason.glass@eagleschools.net. 

thankful for their skills and kindness.
Jennifer Ibrahim, MD

Newton, Mass.

WRITE A LETTER!
What’s on your mind? Share your insights 
with the rest of the community. What’s going 

well, not so well? Send your letter to letters@
vaildaily.com. Letter and column submissions 
must include the author’s name, hometown 
and phone number (for verification of author-
ship only). Because of space constraints, please 
try to limit your letter to 500 words. By submit-
ting a letter, you are granting permission for 
the Daily to publish it on the paper’s website. 
Email Don Rogers at editor@vaildaily.com for 
more information.
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