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Nine children are born each day in Boulder 

County on average, mostly to educated, 

middle- and upper-class families. Their 

futures look bright, statistically.

Two of those infants, however, are born 

into poverty. They are more likely to arrive 

at kindergarten already behind, while also 

struggling to learn English.

These children are born into Boulder 

County’s vast opportunity gap, between 

the majority of children who do well in 

school and the growing minority of kids 

who don’t succeed.

An emerging community-wide focus on 

early learning aims to change that. The 

Community Foundation stands proudly 

behind these collaborative efforts.

BY CHRIS BARGE

Director, School Readiness Initiative  
The Community Foundation
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A Collaborative Approach   
Boulder County has one of the highest graduation rates 
around. A full 86% of our kids graduated on time in 2012.

But the story gets more complicated when you consider that 
most of the students who don’t graduate have grown up in 
poverty, and often speak a language other than English at 
home.

Most dropouts lack a good early foundation and are not hitting 
the crucial milestone of reading at grade-level by third grade. 
That’s when most students have transitioned from learning to 
read, to reading to learn. 

Nationally, 74% of students who fail to read 
proficiently by the end of third grade falter in the 
later grades and often drop out before earning a 
high school diploma, according to the Campaign 
for Grade-Level Reading. 

“Too many kids are not graduating high school,” said Ruben 
Garcia, a parent of three children, who moved to Boulder 
from Mexico when he himself was a teenager. “How can we 
change this? Start early, when they go to school – preschool, 
kindergarten, all the way to high school. We’ve gotta be there. 
That’s the only way we can change this.”

Special Report to the Community

School Readiness Initiative Highlights:    
2008-2012 
Launched and successfully 
completed $4 million 
Community Trust Initiative, 
which permanently 
doubled the grant-making 
endowment for Boulder 
County nonprofits and 
raised $1 million to help 
close the achievement gap 
through a School Readiness 
Initiative.

Summer, 2009 
Granted $90,000 to PASO 
(Providers Advancing School 
Outcomes), which trains 
immigrant Latina day-care 
providers in early childhood 
education with the goal of 
bridging the achievement 
gap in education between 
Latino and Anglo students. 
PASO leveraged the funding 
to secure additional, larger 
grants that have helped it 
quadruple in size since then.

Spring, 2010  
Launched “Ready. Set.
Learn,” a vibrant public 
campaign about the critical 
need to get our Boulder 
County kids into active  
early learning. 

Fall 2010 
Funded and helped lead 
the successful “Yes on 3A” 
mill levy override campaign. 
The override raised $23 
million in additional annual 
funding for Boulder 
Valley School District and 
earmarked $5 million 
annually for expanding 
preschool and full-day 
kindergarten in low-income 
neighborhoods.
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Garcia wept with joy when his first and only son became the first 
in his family to graduate high school in 2013. He is determined 
that his daughters, now in elementary school, will follow their 
brother’s example. 

Parents, no matter their income, have the greatest love and 
concern for their children. They know their interests and 
individuality, as well as their family’s culture and values. Therefore 
we aim our collective efforts at encouraging and enabling 
parents, families and caregivers to play their indispensable roles 
as co-producers of good outcomes for their children.

Dozens of organizations are hard at work locally, partnering with 
parents to address the needs of our county’s most vulnerable 
young children. They include Head Start, our schools, multiple 
nonprofit organizations and foundations, faith communities, 
businesses and elected officials. These groups are also 
increasingly working together toward the common goal of 
ensuring that more of our local children arrive at school ready 
to learn, and are able to read at grade-level by third grade – key 
early indicators for success in school and in life.

At this writing, a cross-sector, county-wide taskforce was 
developing a Community Solutions Action Plan, outlining 
community-based goals and strategies aimed at improving 
school readiness, attendance and summer learning for young 
children, especially those growing up in poverty. The taskforce 
was utilizing a framework developed by the Campaign for 

Fall 2012 
Funded and provided staff 
support for the successful 
“Yes on 3A” mill levy 
override campaign in St. 
Vrain Valley School District, 
raising an additional $14.8 
million annually. Much 
of the funding is being 
used to expand preschool 
offerings amidst a child 
poverty boom. Also, 
granted $50,000 to capital 

improvement projects at 
Wilderness Early Learning 
Center and Family Learning 
Center, two Boulder-based 
early learning facilities.

2013  
Hired a full-time director 
for our School Readiness 
Initiative. Convened leaders 
from a variety of sectors 
across Boulder County to 
develop a “Community 
Solutions Action Plan” 
for improving early 
learning outcomes. Began 
establishing a Children’s 
Reading Foundation to 
help carry out the Action 
Plan. Brought Ready! For 

Kindergarten, a parent 
skill-building workshop 
targeting 100 low-income 
families, to Boulder County. 
Endorsed and organized 
Boulder County Campaign 
for Amendment 66, which 
would bring full-day 
kindergarten to every 
elementary school and 
eliminate the preschool 
waiting list for families  
in poverty.
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Grade-Level Reading and used by more than 150 communities 
nationally. The Campaign is a collaborative effort by dozens 
of funders and nonprofit partners across the nation to ensure 
that more of our low-income children succeed in school and 
graduate prepared for college, a career, and active citizenship. 
The Campaign focuses on the most important predic tor of 
school success and high school graduation – grade-level 
reading by the end of third grade. To learn more about  
where this national effort stands today, please visit  
www.gradelevelreading.net. 

The Community Foundation supports this work as part of our 
School Readiness Initiative, because our leaders believe in the 
power of collective impact, and in the value of early learning  
and parent skill-building to help children one day break the 
cycle of poverty.

Our School Readiness Initiative began in 2008, when The 
Community Foundation launched a four-year fundraising 
campaign to double its unrestricted grant-making fund, The 
Community Trust, while also raising money to tackle the 
achievement gap – a top community issue according to this 
biennial TRENDS report. The campaign ended successfully in 
2012, with the endowment having permanently doubled. 
The most impact, however, was arguably felt by the children 
who benefited from three nonprofit programs and two 
school funding ballot measures supported through our School 

Readiness Initiative. See our time line of highlights for more 
information on granting.

The Community Foundation’s Trustees at the end of the 
fundraising campaign took stock of our area’s still-persistent 
gaps in achievement scores and decided to create a full-time 
staff position dedicated to ensuring progress towards a new, 
ambitious goal: By 2017, the entire community would own the 
goal of closing the achievement gap, and the gap would close 
significantly.

Together with parents, providers, and our community leaders, 
we believe we can create more sustainable early learning 
opportunities for our county’s youngest and most vulnerable 
children. At this writing, we were collaborating with county-
wide stakeholders to establish a Children’s Reading Foundation 
of Boulder County, whose charge would include ensuring that 
at least 90% of students in Boulder County read at grade-level 
by the end of third grade.

Nine more babies will be born today in Boulder County. The  
most vulnerable among them are counting on us to ensure a 
brighter future.

For a powerful, short documentary on Ruben Garcia’s story, plus 
information about the School Readiness Initiative, including how 
to support this work, visit www.CommFound.org/Ready.
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The Case for Early Learning   
Each year, at least 775 third-graders in Boulder County  
read below grade-level. 

Sixty percent of them are growing up in poverty. Half of 
them are Latino.

We know that children who don’t read at grade-level by 
third grade often falter in the later grades and are more 
likely to drop out before graduating high school.

This means a heightened focus on children from birth to age 
eight must be a top priority for Boulder County if we want to 
close the achievement gap. It’s the right thing to do, it’s an 
economic necessity, and it’s a strategy supported by science.  

Economically, the opportunity cost is greatest with the youngest 
in our society. The return on investment is approximately 10% 
per year for every $1 invested in the education of a child, 
according to an analysis by Nobel Prize winning economist James 
Heckman.

Those returns are a result of the following benefits:

•	 Less need for remedial and special education classes

•	 Less need for police and judicial system activity

•	 Lower costs for prison

•	 Reduced public spending on health care

•	 Savings due to fewer people in need of social services supports

•	 Increased government revenues from productively  
employed residents

Even by age five, unprepared children can fall far behind their 
peers not only in understanding numbers and letters, but also in 
such crucial skills as perseverance and cooperation.

The science of early childhood development and its underlying 
neurobiology makes a compelling case for communities, families 
and leaders to focus more intently than ever on vulnerable young 
children. Early experiences hugely impact brain development, 
when the foundations of all the health, learning and behavior 
that will follow for a lifetime are being built, says Dr. Jack 
Shonkoff, Director of the Center on the Developing Child at 
Harvard University.
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Dual Language Learners need four things, according to 
Grantmakers for Education:

1. They need to learn English well enough to participate fully in 
an academic setting. Linguistic research suggests this takes 
four to seven years.

2. They need help from their teachers accessing the same full 
curriculum as their native-English speaking peers are learning. 

3. They need additional time and support in order to achieve the 
dual challenge of learning English while mastering the same 
academic content as all other students.

4. They need support in bridging cultural and language worlds.

Settled Science: Dual Language 
Learners Need More Support   
In addition to grappling with the stresses of poverty, many 
of Boulder County’s struggling young learners also are being 
raised in monolingual, Spanish-speaking homes. Children with 
limited to zero English proficiency accounted for 28% of third 
graders who couldn’t read proficiently in Boulder County in 
2012. A challenge for our policy makers, then, is to find space 
inside limited budgets to align with the settled science, which 
tells us that dual language learners need four to seven years 
of dual language instruction before they can reasonably be 
expected to thrive academically in an English-only environment.

Current policies force kids to take the standardized reading 
test in English by fourth grade, and as early as third grade in a 
growing number of schools. This does not allow them enough 
time to score well.

This is a local and national challenge. Dual language learners 
represent a growing number of students in our schools. They 
are also disproportionately underserved and underachieving, 
due in large part to the language barrier to participation and 
access in the education system.

The growth in dual language learners comes as stronger 
accountability policies and more rigorous standardized tests 
have swept the nation and Colorado. English Language 
Learners are a designated “subgroup” under No Child Left 
Behind, and this has heightened their visibility while focusing 
attention on longstanding, persistent achievement gaps. 

Schools across the country are voicing a new sense of 
awareness and urgency about meeting the needs of these 
students. The urgency is only increasing, as new Common 
Core State Standards across 46 states including Colorado call 
for still more rigorous engagement with academic language 
and learning.

Bilingual workers are increasingly sought by employers. Closing 
the achievement gap will require a community-wide focus 
on early learning that prioritizes the needs of dual language 
learners. In the end, we’ll have a stronger workforce.
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New St. Vrain Goal:  
100% Preschool Access    
St. Vrain Valley School District, serving mostly northern Boulder 
County, has an institutional commitment to early childhood 
education and closing the achievement gap. The district began  
to aggressively and systematically expand and improve its  
early childhood program in 2005, and has since more than 
quadrupled the number of low-income students served by 
tuition-free preschool.

The district will enroll up to 535 three- and four-year-olds on 
free- and reduced-lunch starting in fall of 2013, up from just 100 
in 2005. And its leadership aims to increase that number to more 
than 700 slots for children growing up in poverty by 2017.

Today, St. Vrain offers preschool and full-day kindergarten in 
all 26 of its elementary schools. The district has opened its first 
early childhood center, in Frederick, and plans are underway for a 
second center in Longmont.

St. Vrain voters in 2012 approved a mill levy override that 
brought an additional $14.8 million annually into the schools, 
offsetting 75% of cuts from the prior three years. The 
Community Foundation gave its financial and staff support to 
that campaign because of the district’s commitment to early 
childhood education for children from low-income families. 

The St. Vrain Valley School Board in 2013 set an ambitious goal 
of 100% access to high-quality preschool for every four-year-old 
in St. Vrain who needs it. This is especially timely, given that the 
number of three- and four-year-olds in poverty there increased 
72% between 2007 and 2011, from 826 to 1,417.

BVSD expands early learning    
Voters in 2010 passed a mill levy override that infused $23 
million in additional permanent annual funding into the 
Boulder Valley School District, with $5 million earmarked for 
an early childhood initiative. The Community Foundation 
funded and helped lead the campaign because of Boulder 
Valley’s increasing commitment to ensuring more kids enter 
kindergarten at grade level.

Since then, Boulder Valley has more than doubled its 
preschool offerings, expanding them to 20 of its 34 
elementary schools, including the new Mapleton Early 
Childhood Center in Boulder. District leaders plan to 
continue expanding preschool offerings in east Boulder 
County. Of the 1,086 children ages three to five enrolled in 
BVSD preschool for the 2013-2014 year, 505 will attend for 
free or reduced fees.

Full-day kindergarten has expanded from four to all seven of 
Boulder Valley’s low-income, “Title 1” elementary schools. 
And district leadership has verbally committed to moving 
towards full-day kindergarten for all students.


