
What happens in our classrooms today  
will determine Colorado’s future success. 
But some signs are troubling: Only 37 
percent of Colorado 8th graders are 
proficient in math and 38 percent are 
proficient in reading.1 Further, 23 percent  
of Colorado high school students do  
not graduate within four years.2 If our young 
people are not well-educated, they will  
not be ready for college or careers, including 
careers in the military. There is also  
a link between inadequate education  
and crime.3 

Colorado’s strong academic standards  
and aligned assessments can help ensure 
that students are receiving a high-quality 
education, so all students are prepared  
for success in postsecondary education, the 
civilian workforce, or the military, if they 
choose to serve. 
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Colorado is not 
producing enough 

employees with the right 
skills or education to match 
the needs of industry. 
Industry will struggle to 
remain competitive, as will 
Colorado as a state, if that 
trend doesn’t change.
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Colorado needs  
well-educated youth
In all of Colorado, 83 percent of the fastest 
growing jobs with above average wages will 
require an associate’s degree or higher.4 
Moreover, 47 percent of our state’s jobs are 
middle-skill, requiring more than a high 
school diploma, but less than a four-year 
degree, yet only 36 percent of Colorado’s 
workforce has the educational credentials 
to fill these positions.5 If this situation persists, 
our state could face a pressing skills gap in 
the years to come, with an insufficient 
number of qualified applicants to fill open 
jobs. The U.S. military faces a similar problem: 
Poor educational achievement is one of the 
biggest reasons why an estimated 70 percent 
of young Coloradans are unable to join the 
military.6 Twenty-three percent of our students 
do not graduate high school on time and 
even among those who graduate from high 
school, nearly 18 percent cannot enlist because 
of low scores on the military’s entrance 
exam for math, literacy and problem solving.7

Inadequate education also has implications 
for crime and law enforcement: Key research 
shows that long-term changes in wages and 
employment opportunities among non-
college educated men may explain as much 
as half of property and violent crime rates.8 
And there is no disputing that less educated 
individuals are more likely to be incarcerated: 
A national analysis showed that almost 7 in 
10 inmates in state prisons failed to graduate 
from high school, compared to fewer than  
3 in 10 of the general population.8 

High education standards  
and relevant assessments will 
help Colorado develop the 
well-prepared youth we need
Colorado’s P-12 Academic Standards are also 
aligned with the Colorado Early Learning and 
Development Guidelines for preschool 
through third grade.10 The guidelines address 
approaches to learning that create positive 
early childhood experiences.  

Colorado’s P-12 Academic Standards 
establish the skills and knowledge children 
must possess at each grade level, but they 
do not tell teachers how to teach, nor do 
they specify a curriculum; these important 
decisions remain under local control.11 The 
Colorado P-12 Academic Standards were 
developed by stakeholders statewide to 
provide guidance in teaching and creating 
aligned assessments. The year-long 
process focused on updating the academic 
standards in mathematics and 9 other 
subjects and culminated with the State 
Board of Education adopting the Colorado 
Academic Standards in 2009, and then 
adopting the Common Core State 
Standards in English language arts and 
math, the following year.12 Once the 
Common Core Standards were adopted, 
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the Colorado Academic Standards were 
revised to better align with the Common 
Core. The revised Standards reflect 
Colorado’s commitment to college and 
career readiness, and to its educators who 
originally developed the Colorado Academic 
Standards.  Colorado’s Achievement Plan 
for Kids (CAP4K) requires a review of the 
Colorado Academic Standards by July 2018 
and every six years thereafter. That review 
is currently underway.14 

To have an impact on student outcomes, 
there must also be accountability. Standards 
must be accompanied by assessments 
aligned to the standards, and a system for 
reporting results so everyone will know how 
students are really faring across schools, 
districts, and states and what approaches 
are delivering the best results. Recognizing 
this, the Colorado Department of Education 

measures students’ progress through the 
Colorado Measures of Academic Success 
(CMAS), an annual state assessment in 
English language arts, math, science and 
social studies.15 Student performance on the 
CMAS has improved over time. Scores have 
improved in both English language arts and 
math, across the majority of districts.16

Conclusion
Colorado’s P-12 Academic Standards, 
along with aligned assessments, are the  
clearest way to demonstrate our state’s 
commitment to a world-class education 
and show measurable results.

We will be well-served by staying on this 
path to preparing the next generation  
of workforce-ready, military-eligible and 
crime-free Coloradans to contribute  
to the future success of our state.
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