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Members of the Legidative Audit Committee:

This report contains the results of the performance audit of Postsecondary Programs for High
School Students. This audit was conducted pursuant to Section 2-3-103, C.R.S., which authorizes the
State Auditor to conduct audits of dl departments, ingtitutions, and agencies of state government.

This report presents our findings, conclusions, and recommendations, and the responses of the
Colorado Department of Education, the Colorado Commission on Higher Education, and the State Board

for Community Colleges and Occupationa Education.
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Authority, Purpose, and Scope

Thisaudit of postsecondary programsfor high school studentswas conducted pursuant to Section 2-3-103
et s2g.,, C.R.S,, which authorizes the State Auditor to conduct audits of al departments, inditutions, and
agenciesof state government. Our audit focused on the types of postsecondary programsavailableto high
school students; the extent to which high school students, schoal digtricts, and higher education indtitutions
participate in these programs; and the cost of these postsecondary programs. To accomplish our audit
objectives, we surveyed school didricts and higher education indtitutions regarding their participation in
these programs. We adso interviewed representatives of individua school digtricts, higher education
ingtitutions, the Colorado Department of Education, the Colorado Commissionon Higher Education, and
the State Board for Community Colleges and Occupational Education. In addition, we anayzed data
provided by these entities. The audit work, performed from August 2000 to February 2001, was
conducted according to generaly accepted governmenta auditing Standards.

We gratefully acknowledge the assistance and cooperation extended by management and staff at the
Colorado Department of Educetion, the Colorado Commission on Higher Education, and the State Board
for Community Colleges and Occupationa Education. We aso acknowledge the representatives of the
school digtricts and the higher education ingtitutionswho responded to our survey and follow-up questions.

Overview

In Colorado, individua school didricts offer high school students the opportunity to experience college-
level work at thedigtricts expensewhilethey aretill in high school. District-paid postsecondary programs
alow school digtrictsto receive per pupil operating revenue (PPOR), aportion of which isused to pay the
sudents college tuition costs. Colleges can dso dam sate FTE funding for the resident college credit
hoursgenerated by these students. There are currently two statutory postsecondary programs, Fast Track
and Postsecondary Enrollment Options (PSEO), giving high school studentsthe opportunity to takecollege
COUrses.

For further information on thisreport, contact the Office of the State Auditor at (303) 866-2051.

-1-
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Number of Participants Needsto Be Identified

Digtrict-paid postsecondary programs, such as Fast Track and PSEO, represent a low-cost opportunity
for high school students to experience college-level work. We attempted to identify the actua number of
students participating in postsecondary programs. We found that accurate participation numbers do not
exig. Theinability to accurately identify high school studentswho take district-paid postsecondary courses
hinders andlysis of the costs of these programs. It aso prevents any programmeatic evauation of the
programs to determineif they produce positive outcomes such as better academic performance in college
and earlier graduation from college. One way to determine actua program outcomes and then andyze if
those outcomes make the programs cogt-effective is to inditute long-term tracking of participating high
school students. T her efor e,werecommend that theDepartment and the Commission enact
procedurestorequireschool districtsand higher education institutionsto accur ately
identify students participating in postsecondary programs and report those numbers
to the Department and the Commission. Also, we recommend that the Commission
implement tracking procedures for students who participate in postsecondary
programsto determine outcomes.

Department and Commission Need to Define Successful Completion

PSEQO appearsto be the largest district-paid postsecondary program. The statute notes that high school
students taking postsecondary courses should be expected to show a high degree of maturity and
responghility. Therefore, the statute mandates that the students pay the tuition costs up-front and that the
school didtricts reimburse the students upon their successful completion. The statute lacksaclear definition
of successful completion but indicatesthat school districts should remburse sudentsif they smply passthe
college courses. However, in practice, successful completion at the college level usudly means that the
student earns agrade of C or aove. Thisis epecidly sgnificant regarding transferring credits between
colleges. Since the school didtrict is paying the tuition costs, PSEO students should be held to an
appropriate standard requiring a grade of C or above. We recommend that the Department
amend itsadministrativerulesto define successful completion and/or passage under
the PSEO program asagrade of C or above. If that doesn't work the Department and
the Commission should amend the PSEO statute.

Department and Commission Should Examine M ethods to Reduce Program
Costs

Our broad caculations based on the best information available indicate that school digtricts and higher
education ingtitutions received a least $24.1 million in state FTE funds and PPOR monies for students
participating in the PSEO program. These cogts are only estimates and do not include costs related to
other postsecondary programs such as Fast Track. The Commission oversees the policy detailing which
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college credit hours generated by high school students are digible for sate FTE funding. Therefore, the
Commission has the authority to place limitations on which credit hours can be submitted by the colleges
for FTE funding. Such limitations could reduce the amount of state funding received by the colleges.
School digtricts receive either one-haf of the PPOR or the full PPOR for high school students taking
postsecondary courses depending upon the number of college course credit hours and/or the amount of
teacher instruction the student recaives for high schoal ingruction. The Department's adminigtrative rules
alow school didtricts to receive PPOR funding for those students who spend little if any time a the high
school. One way to reduce the cost of postsecondary programsisfor the Department to develop amore
incremental PPOR payment for students who spend very little time at the high school. Overall, we
recommend that the Department and the Commission wor k together to determinethe
costs of providing postsecondary programs to high school students and assess
alternative methods for funding these programsthat might reduce the costs.

Fifth Year Programs Raise Questions

Fifth year programs dlow high school students to voluntarily extend their high school educeation one year
and graduate with a high school diploma and an associates degree smultaneoudly. Our audit work
indicates that the exigting fifth year programsinvolve arigorous curriculum and require high school sudents
to complete aminimum of 60 postsecondary credit hours between their junior and fifth year of high school
while aso meeting high school graduationrequirements. This may be one reason why only 203 students,
or 0.2 percent of Colorado high school juniorsand seniors, participated infifth year programsduring Fiscal
Y ear 2000.

The Colorado Commission on Higher Education expressed concerns regarding fifth year programs. One
concerninvolvesthe potentia financia impact if large numbers of Sudents decideto participateinfifth year
programs. Since the student voluntarily remains in high school for an additiond year, the school digtrict
recalves an extrayear of PPOR funding. On the basis of the 203 students who participated in fifth year
programs during Fiscal Y ear 2000, we estimate that school districts received an extra$370,000 in PPOR
funding. Commission taff believethat increased awareness could lead to morejuniors and seniorswanting
to stay in high school an extrayear to recaive freetuition at acommunity college. We agreethat any large
expansion of the number of students participating in these programs would have a sgnificant financia
impact. The Commission through itsrevised FTE policy is seeking to prevent higher education inditutions
from recaiving state funding for students taking courses while intherr fifth year of high school. It would do
this by funding only credit hours generated by high school studentswho have completed more than two but
less than four years of high schooal.

Commission staff aso expressed concerns regarding the legdity of fifth year programs, sncethey are not
specificdly defined in gatute. However, an informa Attorney General opinion sought by the Commission
notesthat the" statutes appear to permit astudent to take advantage of the Fast Track and PSEO programs
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until age 21 by smply deferring some of their high school graduation requirements.” Our audit work
indicates that fifth year sudents meet the statutory limitations of the PSEO program such asthe student is
enrolled inthedeventh or twefth grade, isunder age 21, and hasthe permission of their parent or guardian.
In addition, representatives of the Office of Legidative Lega Services believe that fifth year programs do
not, in their opinion, violate the Public School Finance Act. However, since concerns exist
regarding these programs, we recommend that the Commission and the Department
wor k together to determineif specific statutory authority isneeded, and if so, propose
such changes.

High School Students Enroll in Vocational Cour ses

The Colorado Vocationd Act (CVA) provides sate funding to school digtrictsto help cover a portion of
the excess cost of providing vocationd education. Eligible vocationd programs can be taught at the high
school, acommunity college, or an area vocationa school (AVS). We found that the potentid exists for
students funded with CVA dollars to receive both high school and college credit. Since high school
students receiving funding through PSEO or CVA enroll in vocationa courses at a community college or
anAV S, wehave concernsthat school districtsmay include PSEO studentsin their count for CVA funding.
As areault, three funding sources, PPOR monies, state FTE funding, and CVA date funding, may be
paying for these students. Although wewere unableto find any authority that prevents school districtsfrom
counting PSEO students for funding under CV A, this represents an additiona cost and may not be what
the Generd Assembly intended when funding high school vocationd education programs. Ther efor e,
we recommend that the State Board, as part of itsaudit process, determineif students
participating in PSEO programsarealso being funded through CVA and whether this
practice violateslegislative intent and statutory funding requirements.

Summary of Agency Responses

The agencies agreed or partidly agreed with 10 of our 13 recommendations. The Commission disagreed
with our two recommendations related to fifth year programs and the State Board disagreed with our
recommendationreated to the Colorado VVocationa Act. Theagenciesfull responsesare contained in the
audit report.



RECOMMENDATION LOCATOR

Rec. Pag Recommendation Agency Agency Implementation
No. e Summary Addressed Respons Date
No. e

1 16 The Colorado Department of Education should enact proceduresto ensure that Colorado Agree Fisca Year 2002
school districts maintain recordsto accurately identify students participatingin Department of
district-paid postsecondary programs. The Department through existing Education
processes should periodically verify thedistrict recordsand sharethe headcount
totals with the Colorado Commission on Higher Education.

2 17 The Colorado Commission on Higher Education should enact procedures to Colorado Agree January 1, 2002
require all higher educationinstitutionstoidentify highschool studentsenrolled  Commission on
through all district-paid postsecondary programs and report this enrollment to Higher
the Commission. The Commission should share the reported information with Education
the Colorado Department of Education.

3 20 The Colorado Commission on Higher Education should implement tracking Colorado Partialy January 1, 2002
procedures for studentswho participatein district-paid postsecondary programs ~~ Commission on Agree
to determine outcomes. The Commission should use thisinformation to assess Higher
the performance of postsecondary programsincluding: Education

a  Percentage of studentsin each postsecondary program (PSEO, Fast Track,
Fifth Year, etc.).

b. Percentage of students that continue on to Colorado public higher

education institutions compared with students without postsecondary

program experience.

Freshmen retention rates.

Cumulative credit hours.

Cumulative GPA.

Higher education costs.

Accelerated graduation rates.

@~ooa0




RECOMMENDATION LOCATOR

Rec. Pag Recommendation Agency Agency Implementation
No. e Summary Addressed Respons Date
No. e

4 22 The Colorado Department of Education should amend itsadministrativerulesfor Colorado Agree September 2001
the Postsecondary Enrollment Options program to define successful completion ~ Commission on
and/or passage for college courses and eligibility for tuition reimbursement asa Higher
grade of C or above. If an amendment to the administrative rules does not Education
sufficiently addressthe problem, the Department should work with the Colorado
Commission on Higher Education to amend the PSEO statuteto include agrade Colorado Agree 2002-2003 School Y ear
of C or above asthe definition of successful completion. Department of

Education

5 24 The Colorado Commission on Higher Education should work with the colleges Colorado Agree July 1, 2001
to define which courses taken by high school students participating in district- ~ Commission on
paid postsecondary programs are eligible for state FTE funding and amend its Higher
FTE policy accordingly. Education

6 27 The Colorado Department of Education should explore how the implementation Colorado Agree Fisca Year 2002
of the Multi-Use Network could provide greater and more cost-effective Department of
accessibility for district-paid postsecondary programs. Education

7 28 The Colorado Commission on Higher Education should require higher education Colorado Agree January 1, 2002
institutions to separately report high school studentstaking coursesthroughall ~ Commission on
postsecondary programsaspart of the annual Final Student Enr ol Iment Report. Higher

Education

8 32 The Colorado Department of Education, through itsadministrativerules, should Colorado Agree July 1, 2001
ensurethat collegecoursestakenthroughthePostsecondary Enrollment Options Department of
programprovide credit toward high school graduation requirements before they Education

areincluded in the calculation for per pupil operating revenue (PPOR).
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Rec. Pag Recommendation Agency Agency Implementation
No. e Summary Addressed Respons Date
No. e
9 A The Colorado Commission on Higher Education and the Colorado Department Colorado Agree June 2002
of Education should work with the higher education institutionsandindividual ~ Commission on
school districtsto determine the costs of providing postsecondary programsto Higher
high school students. Then the Department and the Commission should assess Education
alternate methods for funding district-paid postsecondary programs that might
reduce the cost of these programs while not removing the incentive school Colorado Agree Fisca Year 2002
districts and colleges have for allowing high school students to experience Department of
college-level work. Some options could include seeking opportunities to limit Education
FTEfundingfor credit hoursgenerated by high school studentsand considering
a more variable PPOR amount for students who spend most of their time at a
college.
10 39 The Colorado Commission on Higher Education and the Colorado Department Colorado Disagree —
of Education should work together to determineif specific statutory authorityis ~ Commission on
needed for fifth year programs, and if so, propose statutory change. Higher
Education
Colorado Agree Fiscal Year 2002
Department of
Education
11 12 The Colorado Commission on Higher Education, as part of its tracking of Colorado Disagree -
students participating in postsecondary programs, should analyze students  Commission on
participating in established fifth year programs to determine student Higher
participation, costs, outcomes, and benefits of fifth year programs. Education
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Rec. Pag Recommendation Agency Agency Implementation
No. e Summary Addressed Respons Date
No. e
12 413 The Colorado Commission on Higher Education, as part of its tracking of Colorado Agree June 2002
students participating in postsecondary programs, should analyze the tuition ~ Commission on
rates charged by higher education institutions to determine if they are in Higher
compliance with statutes. If noncompliance issues are discovered, the Education
Commission should work with the higher education institution(s) to correct the
situation.
13 46 The State Board for Community Collegesand Occupational Education, aspartof ~ State Board for Disagree. —
itsaudit process, should determineif studentsparticipatinginthePostsecondary Community

Enrollment Options (PSEO) program are also being funded by Colorado Collegesand
Vocational Act dollars, the extent to which it occurs, the associated costs, and Occupational
whether this practice violates legislative intent and statutory funding Education
requirements. The State Board should shareitsaudit findingswith the Col orado

Commission on Higher Education.



Background

A nationd study prepared by the American Federation of Teachersindicatesthet alarge
number of high school graduates lack the job skills necessary for most high-paying jobs
and fail to learn enough in their high school academic coursesto prepare them for college-
level work. According to the report, although more than 60 percent of high school
graduates go on to a higher education indtitution, a high percentage end up dropping out
prior to recaiving adegree. The increase in the number of remedia education courses at
higher education indtitutions aso indicates that many high school graduates are not
prepared for college-level academic work. A study issued by the Colorado Commission
on Higher Education (Commission) in January 2000 stated that 18 percent of al students
enrolled in Colorado's community colleges took one or more remedia classesin Fiscd
Year 1998. According to information provided by the State Board for Community
Colleges and Occupationa Education (State Board), during Fiscal Year 1998 at least 31
percent of those students taking remedid classes had graduated from high school during
the previous three years. Our andys's of community college expenditures indicated that
the total state cost of college-level remediation increased from $13.1 million in 1995 to
$17.8 million in 1999.

Postsecondary Programs Are Available for
Colorado High School Students

Oneway to better prepare high school students for collegeis for them to understand the
demands of college-leve curriculum. In Colorado, individua school didtricts offer high
school students the opportunity to take postsecondary courses at the didtrict's expense
while they are dill in high school. Allowing high school students to take postsecondary
courses provides additional curriculum choices. It dso gives students the opportunity to
experience the demands of college-leve curriculum without incurring college tuition codts,
which may, in particular, hep students from low-income families. The district-paid
postsecondary programs alow the school districtsto receive per pupil operating revenue
(PPOR) averaging $4,765in Fiscal Y ear 2000 for participating students. Thedigtrict uses
some of those funds to pay the student's college tuition costs. At the same time, the
inditution of higher education can adso clam the resdent credit hours generated by the
student for sate FTE funding.

Our audit work indicates that even prior to the creation of statutes giving high school
students the opportunity for district-paid postsecondary opportunities, individua school
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digricts worked with loca community colleges to dlow their students to take both
vocationd and academic courses. The ad hoc nature of the previous system meant that
while some school digtricts actively sought postsecondary optionsfor their students, others
elected not to do so. As aresult, not al high school students had the opportunity to
experience postsecondary courses. In 1980 the Legidature passed the first statutory
postsecondary program known as Fast Track. In 1988 it enacted a more far-reaching
program known as the Postsecondary Enrollment Options Act (PSEO).

School digtricts continue to develop other postsecondary options for their students that
may be derivationsof thetwo statutory programs. During the course of our audit work we
reviewed severa digtrict-paid postsecondary options for high school students. These
indude:

* Fast Track. This program dlows a pupil who fulfills the requirements for
graduation from high schooal to take one or more higher education courses during
their twelfth grade year. Since students have met their graduation requirements,
they only earn college credit. However, the statute does not require school
digricts to dlow students to participate in the Fast Track program. Students
paticipating in the Fast Track program remain digible for al sanctioned high
school events, but do not receive any of the rights or privileges of a regularly
enrolled college student. Individua school districts receive State support for their
students participating inthe Fast Track program, whilethe collegesdsodamFTE
funding based on the course credit hours taken by the students. The statute
requires the digtrict to pay for their students higher education tuition up to 75
percent of the per pupil operating revenues (PPOR). Survey responses received
by our Officeindicate that an estimated 96 high school students participated in the
Fast Track program during Fiscal Y ear 2000.

» Postsecondary Enrollment Options (PSEO). This appears to be the State's
largest postsecondary options program for high school students. Our audit work
indicates that the PSEO program was established in order to chalenge students
to continue their academic interests, to stimulate the interests of studentswho may
potentialy drop out by alowing them to take courses not offered in high schoal,
to provideawider variety of optionsto high school students by furnishing new and
exdting academic challenges, to help students understand the experience of
moving to the college leve, and to acceerate the process of receiving a college
degree.

PSEO provides students with the opportunity to take postsecondary courses and
receive both high school and college credit. 1t isavailableto any sudent enrolled



Report of The Colorado State Auditor 11

in the deventh or twelfth grade who is not more than 21 years old and who is
deemed by both the student's parent and the high schoal's officids to be in need
of course work at a higher academic level. While the Statute requires school
digricts to notify dl students and parents of the opportunity for postsecondary
enrollment, it also provides the individua school digtrict with the authority to deny
high school credit and limit the number of postsecondary courses taken. The
statute alows higher education inditutions to limit the number of high school
students who enroll under PSEO. When the student receives dua credit, the
school digtrict claims the student for PPOR funding and the college claims the
resulting credit hoursfor FTE funding. The statute requires the student to pay the
postsecondary tuition costs up-front and then be reimbursed by the school didtrict
upon successful completion of the postsecondary courses. However, the statute
directsthe school didtrict to pay the tuition for sudentswho are digiblefor free or
reduced-cost lunch. It dso givesthe digtrict the discretion to pay thetuitionwhen
the digtrict decides that payment would condtitute a financial hardship and the
student has shown evidence of responghility for and commitment to successfully
completing the postsecondary courses. In our survey, school digtricts reported
4,439 students participated in PSEO during Fisca Y ear 2000.

» FifthYear Programs. Thispostsecondary option alows high school studentsto
remain in high schoal for afifthyear while aso being admitted to apostsecondary
inditution, usudly a community college. At the end of the fifth year, the student
graduates with both a high school diploma and an associates degree.  This
program does not have specific statutory authority, but a fifth year program
appears to meet the genera requirements of the PSEO program, namely students
enrolled in the deventh or twelfth grade who have not yet met graduation
requirements and are under the age of 21. Currently colleges and school districts
paticipating in fifth year programs impose more sringent participation
requirements than other PSEO programs. The digtricts and colleges impose
enrollment limitations, require college placement tests, and call for studentsto have
aspecified high school and college grade point average. During their last three
years of high schoal, including thefifth year, sudentstake amixture of high school
and college courses. Students must meet al high school graduation requirements
aswell asearn a least 60 college credit hours. Thefifth year programs basicaly
provide students with a free community college education because the school
digtrict paysthe students tuition costsusing PPOR dollars. Thisprogram appears
to be somewhat controversid because not only isit not specificaly authorized in
the statute but it also dlows the school didricts to receive an additiona year of
PPOR for the participating students. As a result, it could have a significant
financid impact on the State if large percentages of high schools dlow ther
students to participate. Our audit work indicates only a very limited number of
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school digtricts, community colleges, and sudentsare currently participating inthe
program. According to information we received from school didtricts, 203
sudents took part in fifth year programs during Fisca Year 2000. Four
community colleges reported having activefifth year programs. Weinclude more
discussion about fifth year programsin Chapter 2.

* Vocational Programs. The Colorado Vocationa Act (CVA) givesstatefunds
to individua school digtrictsto help pay the excess costs of providing vocationd
educationto high school students. The State Board for Community Colleges and
Occupationa Education (State Board) distributesthefundsto theindividua school
digtricts. State Board representatives informed us that vocationa programs are
more expensve than regular academic classes. According to representatives of
the State Board, school digtricts can use CV A fundsto pay the cost of establishing
in-house vocational programs or to send students to established vocational
programs at either community colleges or area vocational schools. Students
attending vocationa programs at community colleges or area vocationd schools
may be dligible to receive both high school and college credit. Our audit work
asoindicatesthat somelocal school districts creste vocationa education-specific
programs under the provisions of the PSEO datute.

Didrict-paid postsecondary programs provide high school students with the opportunity
to becomefamiliar with college-level academic requirementswithout incurring asignificant
financid impact. Our audit work indicatesthat alargemgority of individua school digtricts
and dl public inditutions of higher education participate in one or more of these district-
pad postsecondary programs. Some private inditutions of higher education aso

participate.

Accur ate Statewide | nformation Is Difficult to
Obtain

Sincevery limitedinformation existsabout overal participationin postsecondary programs,
we attempted to collect participation information on a satewide bass. We developed a
survey which was sent to al 176 school digtricts and 35 public and private ingtitutions of
higher education. The survey included definitions of Fast Track, PSEO, and fifth year
programs and sought fiscal year participation numbers for each program as well as
perceived benefits, challengesand obstacles. Wereceived survey responsesfrom 148 (84
percent) of the 176 school districtsand al 35 of the higher educationingitutions. Although
we achieved a high response rate, we did not verify the accuracy of the surveys sdf-

reported information. However, we think that it is the most detailed data available, and
we, therefore, use it extengvely throughout the audit report.
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Participation in Postsecondary
Programs

Chapter 1

Overview

The digtrict-paid postsecondary programs, Fast Track and Postsecondary Enrollment
Options (PSEO), represent alow-cost opportunity for asignificant portion of high school
juniors and seniors to experience college-leve work. In most cases the school didtricts
pay the tuition codts for students in postsecondary programs, using a portion of their per
pupil operating revenue (PPOR). We estimate that between 5 and 6 percent of all
Colorado high schoal juniors and seniorstook advantage of these programs during Fiscal
Year 2000. Didrict-paid postsecondary programs are aso popular with both school
digtricts and higher education indtitutions. We found that dl public colleges and at least
142 school didricts participate in postsecondary programs.  One reason for ther
popularity is the fact that the school districts continue to receive per pupil operating
revenue (PPOR) for the participating students while the higher education ingtitutions can
dam FTE funding based on the number of credit hours generated by the high school
students.

Accurately Identifying the Number of
Participants | s Difficult

The overdl cost of digtrict-paid postsecondary programs relates directly to the number of
participating students. As part of our audit work we attempted to identify how many high
school students actualy take advantage of these programs. We found that it was difficult
to obtain accurate participation numbers for the postsecondary programs. Both the
Colorado Department of Education (Department) and the Colorado Commission on
Higher Education (Commission) seek annua information regarding participationinonly one
postsecondary program, the PSEO program. We surveyed both the schoal digtricts and
the colleges and requested that they provide us with the number of students participating
intheir PSEO programs. Thefollowing table detail sthe information wereceived regarding
the number of PSEO participants during Fiscal Y ear 2000.
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Participation in Postsecondary Enrollment Options Program
Fiscal Year 2000

Number of Didtricts or
Higher Education Number of

Source Ingtitutions Reporting Participants
Colorado Department of Educeation 129 school digtricts 4,147
End of Year Pupil Membership
Report
Office of the State Auditor Survey 148 school didtricts 4,439
of School Didtricts
Colorado Commission on Higher 32 higher education 4,049
Education Find Student Enrollment inditutions
Report
Office of the State Auditor Survey 35 higher education 4,973
of Higher Education Inditutions inditutions

Sources.  Office of the State Auditor analysis of information reported on the
Colorado Department of Education, Fiscal Year 2000 End of Year Pupil
Membership Report, the Colorado Commission on Higher Education Find
Student Enrollment Report for Fiscal Y ear 2000, and the survey responses
from individua school digtricts and higher education ingtitutions.

Asdetailed inthetable, the reported participation in the PSEO program during Fisca Y ear
2000 varied by approximatdy 924 students. Higher education ingtitutions reported 924
more participants through our survey than they reported to the Commission. In terms of
loca school digtricts, survey responses detailed 292 more PSEO students than were
included on the Department's report. We aso compared, on a district-by-didtrict basis,
the PSEO numbers provided to the Department and to us. We found that 130 school
digtrictsreported different PSEO participation numbersto our Office and the Department.
At the same time, our survey of school digrictsidentified 4,439 PSEO participants, while
the higher education ingtitutions reported 4,973 students through their surveys.

The varying numbersimply that neither the school digtricts nor the colleges are accurately
identifying digtrict-paid postsecondary students. Asaresult, we could not determineeither
on agatewide basis or by school digtrict the actual number of program participants. The
ingbilityto accurately identify high school studentswho take postsecondary courseshinders
any andysis of ether the costs or the benefits of these programs. On the basis of the
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reported participation numbers detail ed above and using an average PPOR of $4,765, we
egimate the PPOR generated by PSEO studentsin Fisca Y ear 2000 ranged from $19.3
million to $23.7 million. These eimates do not include FTE funding or costs reaed to
other postsecondary programs. A cost anaysis is dependent upon counting individua
students as well as aggregeate totals to determine the amount of funds spent for PPOR, to
pay tuition, and for FTE funding for students participating in these programs. Deciding
whether the program isbeneficia isaso dependent on long-term tracking of theindividua
studentsto determinethe program outcomes. Outcomes may include whether high school
studentswho gain college-level experience are morelikely to atend college and to remain
at a Colorado college, have better freshman retention rates, maintain higher grade point
averages and, perhaps most importantly, tend to graduate sooner and therefore enter the
workforce sooner with a better-paying job.

| dentification Procedures Already EXist

Both the Department and the Commission aready require school digtricts and higher
education ingtitutions to report participation in district-paid postsecondary programs.
During the course of our audit we aso found both statutory and administrative ruleswhich
indicate that school digtricts and colleges should aready be identifying participating
students.

Statutes for the Fast Track and the PSEO programs require agreements between the
school digtricts and the higher education inditutions, which provide an opportunity for the
both the digtricts and the collegesto maintain alist of participating sudents. Additiondly,
since the PSEO datute requires the school digtrict to reimburse students for their tuition
costs upon successful completion of the college courses, itisinthedidrict'sinterest to have
anaccurate list of studentstaking postsecondary courses. School districts receive PPOR
for students who take postsecondary courses. The Department pays the school district
ether one-haf of the established PPOR or the full PPOR depending upon the number of
college course credit hours and/or the amount of teacher ingtruction the student receives
for high school courses. The Department is responsible for auditing student records at the
school digtricts to ensure that the proper amount of PPOR funding is provided. The
Department's adminigrative rules specificaly requirethe school districtsto maintain a the
centrd didrict office arecord of dl students who are dso enrolled a a college aswell as
a copy of ther class schedule. These rules give the school didtricts a ready source of
information to document postsecondary participation to the Department. This required
information could aso be used by the Department to verify theinformation it receivesfrom
school digricts annudly. The conflicting information we received when we performed
follow-up illugtrates that school didtricts are not maintaining the records required by the
adminigretive rules.
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At the college level the Commission requires the individud inditutions to report by
semester the headcount and credit hours generated by high school students participating
in the PSEO program. To provide this information to the Commisson, the inditutions
should have an accurate method of identifying students enrolled through PSEO. In
addition, the Commission requests headcount numbers but not the underlying student
identification numbers that would dlow it to verify the headcount totd.

Our audit work indicates that school districts and higher education ingtitutions should be
maintaining accurate records of students taking postsecondary courses, and they are not.
Asthe oversght bodies for the school digtricts and the colleges, the Department and the
Commission should take an active role in ensuring that high school students participating
in postsecondary programs are properly identified. For example, the Department through
its PPOR auditing process could verify that digtricts maintain the required records. In
addition, the Department could use the records to verify the end-of-year participation
numbers reported by the didtricts. By providing active oversight and guidance, the
Department and the Commission can be more confident in the information they receive.
It will so givethem an opportunity to sharethe reported participation numbers, providing
additiona assurancethat the State has an accurate account of dl high school studentswho
participate in these programs.  The accurate identification of students will aso dlow for
tracking of the students' college progressin the future.

Recommendation No. 1:

The Colorado Department of Education should enact procedures to ensure that school
digricts maintain records to accuratdy identify students participating in district-paid
postsecondary programs. The Department through existing processes should periodicaly
verify the didtrict records and share the headcount totals with the Colorado Commission
on Higher Education.

Colorado Department of Education Response:

Agree. The Department currently collects this information from school didtricts,
but becausewedo not collect any individudly identifiableinformation only thetotal
count will be shared with the Colorado Commission on Higher Education.
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Recommendation No. 2:

The Colorado Commission on Higher Education should enact procedures to require all
higher educationingitutionstoidentify high school sudentsenrolled throughdl digtrict-paid
postsecondary programs and report this enrollment to the Commission. The Commission
should share the reported information with the Colorado Department of Education.

Colorado Commission on Higher Education
Response:

Agree. The Commisson will request that higher education ingitutions report
students enrolled as either Post-Secondary Enrollment Options students or Fast-
Track students and that they determine the students grade level and age at
enrollment.

Tracking Students Can Help Deter mine
the Benefits of Postsecondary Programs

Didrict-paid postsecondary programs alow students to take courses at higher education
inditutions at a limited cost because the school district reimburses the student’ s tuition
provided the student successfully completesthe postsecondary coursework. Thisaffords
students at dl economic levels aglimpse of college academic life prior to graduation from
high school. Responses to our survey indicate that both school districts and colleges
perceive that the postsecondary experience benefits high school students. The following
chart outlines the mogt frequently cited benefits from the survey.
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% of Districts % of Colleges
Who Said It Wasa | Who Said it Was
Per ceived Benefit Benefit a Benefit

Challenges sudents 92% 91%

Provides a head start on college 90% 89%
credits

Provides advanced courses not 90% 89%
offered through our school digtrict

Provides monetary savingsto families 85% 86%
of students who participate

Sour ce: Office of the State Auditor Analyss of School District and College
Survey Responses.

Other perceived benefits cited by school digtricts and collegesinclude:

* Provides opportunities to students who might not otherwise attend college.

* Allows studentsto test ther abilities in auniversity environment.

* Increases high school graduation rates.

* Provides opportunities for smal digtricts to meet the needs of upper-level and
special needs students.

The survey responses from school digtricts and higher education ingitutions impart the
perceptionthat postsecondary enrollment programs are beneficial to high school students.
However, without programmatic evauations in place, it is unknown whether participation
in postsecondary programs results in positive outcomes such as higher freshman retention
rates, better academic performance at higher education ingitutions, or accelerated
graduation resulting in earlier entry into the Colorado workforce.

Our audit work indicates that the Commission might be the best agency to track
postsecondary participants who enroll at Colorado public higher education ingtitutions
upon graduationfrom high school. The Commission dready collects sudent datafrom dl
higher education indiitutions, including limited information on high school students taking
postsecondary courses. Conversdaly, Department of Education representatives informed
usthat they arenot dlowed to collect individually recognized dataon sudents. In addition,
it would be difficult for the Department to do long-term tracking of students beyond their
high school graduation.
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To determine the feasbility of the Commisson’s tracking of postsecondary program
participants, we provided the Commission with a sample of high school student socia
security numbers we obtained from seven higher education ingtitutions that reported
participationin PSEO. The socid security numbers represented high school studentswho
enrolled in PSEO coursesin Fisca Y ears 1998 and 1999. We included both high school
juniors and seniors in the sample because most of the higher education ingtitutions we
selected do not collect the high school grade level as part of their record keeping.
Commission representatives performed an andysis by comparing the socid security
numbersto enrollment filesfor dl Colorado public higher education ingtitutionsfor the Fall
1999 term. We sought to identify some program outcomes including whether PSEO
participants tend to enroll in aColorado college when they graduate from high school and
if they have a higher grade point average (GPA) and more cumulative credit hours than
non-PSEQ participants.

The limited analysis performed by the Commission indicates that PSEO students may
perform a a higher leve in their postsecondary education than their non-PSEO
counterparts. However, Commission representatives indicate that no trends can be
presumed because of the smdl sample Sze and the limitations on the data.

Commission representatives agree that they are the appropriate agency to perform long-

term tracking of postsecondary participants. To take on this new responsibility, the
Commissonwill haveto ensurethat it recelves accurate information regarding the number
of paticipants, the high schools they attend, and their anticipated date of graduation.

Accurate information will dlow the Commission to identify these sudents when they
formdlly enroll inaColorado college after their graduation from high school and track them
throughout their college career. Commission staff informed usthat, beginning in July 2001,
it will require higher education inditutions to identify high school students participating in
postsecondary programs by specific program such as PSEO, Fast Track, Fifth Year, and
Other. Additiondly, the Commissonistightening the requirement that colleges provideit
with high school codes and anticipated high school graduation dates. This additional data
will facilitate the Commission’s ability to track postsecondary program outcomes.

Responses to our survey indicate that the perception exists that these postsecondary
programs benefit high school students by helping them perform better in college. Thisis
supported by thelimited analysis performed for usby the Commission. However, no clear
deductions can be made from either the survey responses or the Commisson’s andysis
because no long-term tracking or assessment mechanisms are in place at either the
Department or the Commission to determine postsecondary program outcomes. Theonly
way to determine actua program outcomes and then analyze if those outcomes make the
program cogt-effectiveisfor the Commissontoingitutelong-term tracking of participating
high school students. This will dlow the Commission to regularly assess the benefits of
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digrict-paid postsecondary programs from both performance and funding/cost
perspectives.

Recommendation No. 3:

The Colorado Commission on Higher Education should implement tracking proceduresfor
students who participate in district-paid postsecondary programsto determine outcomes.
The Commisson should use this information to assess the performance of postsecondary
programs induding:

a. Percentage of studentsin each postsecondary program (PSEO, Fast Track, Fifth

b.

Q@ ~o a0

Y ear, €ic.).

Percentage of students that continue on to Colorado public higher education
ingtitutions compared with students without postsecondary program experience.
Freshman retention rates.

Cumulative credit hours.

Cumulaive GPA.

Higher education costs.

Accderated graduation rates.

Colorado Commission on Higher Education
Response:

Partialy Agree. The Commission agrees with implementing tracking procedures
for students participating in statutorily-authorized postsecondary programs. The
Commission wishes to go on record, however, as daing that it believes thereis
no statutory authorization for the so-caled “fifth year program” developed by
some school digtricts and colleges. The Commission requests that the Colorado
Generd Assembly review the statute and its intent and, if it deems “fifth year
programs’ acceptable, then it should acknowledge or authorize such programs by
satute. Meanwhile, asthe auditor staff has suggested, the Commission will track
these so-cdled “fifth year programs’ developed by certain school digtricts and
colleges, however, by tracking these programs, the Commission in no way
expresses its agreement that “fifth year programs’ are legitimate or authorized by
satute. Because the Commission believes the programs are not authorized by
statute, it will not count the FTE generated at the higher education ingtitution for
State rembursement.
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A Definition of Successful Completion Is
Needed

Generaly, the PSEO datute requires high school students or their parents to pay the up-
front tuition costs for college courses. However, the statute mandates that the school
digtricts reimburse the students upon their successful completion of the courses. Some
sections of the statute seemto indicate that successful completion meansthe student Ssmply
passed the college courses. While passing a course may define successful completion at
the high schoal leve, it might not meet the requirements of successful completion &t the
collegelevd.

The PSEO statute notes that a high school student who enrolls in postsecondary courses
should be expected to show a high degree of maturity and responsibility, and that payment
of the college tuition is an important method of fostering such responghility. This change
was made in response to concerns about the number of PSEO students who werefailing
postsecondary courses, and the resulting financia losses to the school digtricts because
they paid the tuition costs. The dtatute till dlows the ditrict to pay the up-front tuition
costsin certain Stuations such aswhen the student isdigiblefor free or reduced-cost lunch
or when the payment of tuition would condtitute a financid burden. However, when the
digtrict agrees to pay the up-front tuition cogts, the student and his’her parents must agree
to reimburse the didtrict if the student fails to pass or drops the college courses. The
underlying concept is that the didirict usng PPOR funding will only pay for those college
courses successfully completed by high school students.  Therefore, reimbursement
depends upon the definition of successful completion.

The datute lacks a clear definition of successful completion but indicates that school
digtricts should reimburse students and/or their parents if they smply pass the college
courses. The statute states that “ upon passage of any postsecondary course, the pupil, or
the pupil’ s parent or guardianshal present evidence of such passage to the school ditrict
and shall receive rembursement for the amount of tuition paid.” A sample of school
digtrictsand discuss onswith the Department indicate that school digtrictsreimburse PSEO
studentsfor tuition costs aslong asthey receive apassing grade of D or above. Weasked
the digtricts how many students did not successfully complete PSEO courses.  Their
responsesindicated afailurerate of between 2.7 and 4.3 percent during Fiscal Y ear 2000.
However, we cannot determine from our survey responses how many students who
“passed” did so with agrade of D.

According to the information we received from higher education ingtitutions and the
Commisson, agrade of D rarely qudifies as successful completion at the college leve.
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Most higher education ingtitutions allow a grade of D to be applied as degree credit for
limited course work, such aslower level and/or generd arearequirements. However, this
goplies only after the student begins regular college course work at the college after
graduationfrom high school. Generdly, high school studentsparticipatingin postsecondary
programs are not officialy admitted to the higher education indtitution and therefore have
to transfer the gradesthey earned in postsecondary programsto acollegeif and when they
areformaly admitted. Under exigting transfer agreements between dl two-year and four-
year ingtitutions, Colorado collegesonly accept thetransfer of courseswhere studentsearn
agradeof C or above. Asaresult, our audit work indicatesthat high school studentswho
earn a grade of D have not met a higher education indtitution’s definition of successful
completion.

In redity, successful completion at the college level means that the student earns a grade
of C or above. Since the schoal didtrict is covering the cost of postsecondary programs
by paying the students’ tuition costs, these students should be held to an appropriate
standard. As a result, for the PSEO program a grade of C should be the definition of
successfully completing or passing college courses and therefore the standard for tuition
reimbursement. The Department and the Commission should work together to ensurethat
school digtrictsinform studentswishing to participate in the PSEO program that they need
to earn a least agrade of C in the college course work to receive tuition reimbursement.
Department representativesindicated that they can amend their adminidrativerulesfor the
PSEO program to define passage or successful completion as a grade of C or above.
However, if an amendment to the adminigtrative rules does not sufficiently address the
problem, the Department and the Commission should seek statutory changesto the PSEO
datute to define successful completion and digibility for tuition reimbursement as agrade
of C or above.

Recommendation No. 4:

The Colorado Department of Education should amend its adminigtrative rules for the
Postsecondary Enrollment Options program to define successful completion and/or
passage for college courses and digibility for tuition reimbursement as a grade of C or
above. If an amendment to the adminidrative rules does not sufficiently address the
problem, the Department should work with the Colorado Commission on Higher
Education to amend the PSEO datute to include a grade of C or above as the definition
of successful completion.
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Colorado Commission on Higher Education
Response:

Agree. The Commission maintains that transfer guidelines are the purview of
inditutions of higher education and are often dictated by accreditation
requirements. Maintaining this definition ensures tha the da€'s taxpayers are
supporting PSEO students' efforts to work toward degree completion. It enables
the student to“ count” thiscoursework toward adegree. The Commission’ spalicy
on “successful completion” is that a passing grade, and atransferable grade, isa
C. The Commisson will work with CDE to provide information for the
Department to enable the adminigtrative rule change.

Colorado Department of Education Response:

Agree. The Colorado Department of Education will work with the Colorado
Commissonon Higher Educationto devel op adefinition for successful compl etion.
We will work to change the rules for the various programs during the next fiscd
year once the definition is done.

Define FTE Funding Eligibility for Higher
Education Courses Taken by
Postsecondary Students

PSEO represents the largest postsecondary program for high school students. As stated
inits gatute, the purpose of the PSEO program is to academicaly challenge students, to
dimulate or maintain the interests of students who may potentialy drop out by alowing
them to take courses not offered in high school, and to provide awider variety of options
to high school students by furnishing new and exciting academic chdlenges. The Satute
aso requiresthat all courses taken by PSEO students must be applicable to a degree or
certificate at the higher education inditution.

The PSEO datute provides the schooal districts with the authority to decide what college-
level coursesthey will agreeto reimburse. School districts dso have greet latitude in how
they can spend their PPOR doallars. This means that school districts can chooseto alow
students to take "nonacademic” college courses through the PSEO program and use
PPOR dollars to pay for those courses.  In addition, athough required by the PSEO
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statute, only 30 percent of those ditricts who responded to our survey stated that they
require studentsto take coursesthat are gpplicableto a college degree or certificate. The
Commission expressed concerns about PSEO students taking "nonacademic” courses,
induding whether the State should be supporting them under the PSEO program. We
share those concerns.

Ovedl, we determined that very few credit-bearing courses are not applicable to a
certificate or degree. In generd, al courses except basic skills courses and noncredit

continuing education courses are applicable toward a degree or certificate. However,

collegesoffer other coursesthat while gpplicableto adegree are of questionable academic

vaue, especidly when PPOR funds are paying the tuition for them. We received
documentationfrom two state-supported ingtitutions of higher education listing dl courses
in which PSEO students were enrolled in Fiscal Year 2000. At oneinditution, wefound

a smal number of PSEO students were enrolled in basic skills courses. The
documentation also detailed that a smal number of students at both higher education
ingtitutions were taking courses of questionable academic vaue. These coursesincluded
recregtional physical education courses, such as Backpacking, Basic Rock Climbing,

Waking, and Aerobics. Physical education courses apply to a degree and so higher

education inditutions are allowed to claim these course credit hoursfor FTE funding when
they are taken by regular college students. However, since they are of questionable
academic vaue, it may not be appropriate for colleges to receive FTE funding for the
course credit hours generated by PSEO students.

Although the statute allows students to take recreational and other nonacademic courses
and bereimbursed by the school digtrict, the Commission may want to consider limiting the
courses digible for state FTE funding under the PSEO program. The underlying purpose
of the PSEO dtatute is to academically chalenge students and get them ready for college-
level work. Since the digtrict uses PPOR funds to pay the tuition costs of the courses
taken by high school students participating in postsecondary programs, it is reasonable to
place dricter limitations on what courses will be digible for FTE funding. Commisson
representatives informed us that they are considering enacting limitations that will prevent
FTE funding for credit hours generated by high school students taking recreationa and
other nonacademic courses.

Recommendation No. 5:

The Colorado Commission on Higher Education should work with the colleges to define
which courses taken by high school students participating in district-paid postsecondary
programs are digible for state FTE funding and amend its FTE policy accordingly.
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Colorado Commission on Higher Education
Response:

Agree. The Commission agrees and has drafted a revised FTE policy currently
being reviewed and considered by Commissioners. “Attachment B” of thisrevised
FTE policy contains a statewide agreement/contract between Colorado school
digricts and a Colorado college for high school concurrent enrollment.  This
contract specificaly excludes certain college courses from the PSEO and Fast-
Track programs, including courses tha involve remedia indruction, physicd
education courses, basic skills courses, or advanced placement courses. In
addition, because the Commission views “fifth year programs’ as not authorized
by statute, the Commission’ srevised FTE policy makes coursestaken under “fifth
year programs’ indigible for state FTE funding.

Participation in Postsecondary Programs
|sHigh But Access Could Be Improved

Participation in district-paid postsecondary programs for high school students gppearsto
be popular, both at the high school and college levels. Our survey results indicate that
postsecondary program participation is geographicaly widespread throughout the State.
Of the 148 schoal digtrictsthat responded to our survey, only 6 districtsreported that they
do not participate in any district-paid postsecondary programs.

For those six school didtricts who reported they do not participate in postsecondary
programs, accessihility to a higher education ingtitution seemed to be the most common
obstacle. In many cases these school digtricts reported that the nearest collegeis severa
hoursaway, which hinderstheir sudents ability to take postsecondary courses. Although
some participating digtricts report that high school faculty serve as adjunct college faculty
in order to overcome the distance barrier, it is not an option for dl didricts. Some high
school instructors do not have the credentials or in some cases the desire to teach
postsecondary education courses.  Some nonparticipating districts aso indicated that
budgetary condraints affect their ability to offer students the opportunity to take district-
paid postsecondary courses.

We found that the issue of college bility might be overcomeif didtricts had greater
and more affordable access to the tel ecommuni cation infrastructure necessary for themto
offer distance learning viainteractive video or the Internet. Representatives from some of
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the nonparticipating districts indicated they are interested in distance learning options, but
their budgets cannot support the current cost of ingtalling and maintaining the necessary
telecommunication lines. Our audit work found that the State's Multi-Use Network
(MNT) may serve as a cost-effective instrument for school districts to use in order to
provide postsecondary distance learning opportunities. The MNT is a high-speed fiber-
optic network with atdecommunication infrastructure aimed at enhancing existing services
and providing service to lesser-developed aress of the State. The MNT will have the
technology to carry voice, video, and data over the same fiber-optic line. Once
implementation is complete in 2002, the MNT will consst of 70 Aggregated Network
Access Points (ANAPS) located in each of Colorado’s counties. MNT representatives
informed usthat school districtsand Colorado public higher education ingtitutions have the
option to join the MNT. Currently al but four public higher education ingtitutions are
planningto participate. MNT representativesinformed usthey areworking with thosefour
ingtitutions to persuade them to participate.

Sincethe Stateispaying for theinfrastructureto beinstalled in each county, school digtricts
that want to jointhe MNT will only haveto pay alocd telephone provider to connect them
tothe ANAP stein the county. In addition to the connection fees, school districtswill pay
monthly usage feesto participate inthe MNT. Representatives from both the MNT and
the Colorado Department of Education (Department) informed us that dthough the fee
structure has not yet been findized, the fees should be less than the costs school districts
pay for the current piecemed telecommunication services. Department representatives
report that they are aware of school digtrictsthat areinterested in joiningthe MNT, but the
level of school digtrict participation statewide is uncertain, sSince the fee structure is not
setled and didricts are not yet able to assess their financid ability to participate.
Department representatives indicate they will promote participation in the MNT at the
school digtrict level once the fee structure is established.

Our audit work indicatesthat the MNT will provide school districtswith greater and more
cost-effective access to distance learning. This could alow isolated school digtricts to
provide postsecondary opportunities to their sudents. The implementation of the MNT
will dso give high school students the opportunity to take distance learning courses from
avaiety of higher education inditutions throughout the State, not just the college closest
to their high school. In addition, the Colorado Commission on Higher Education is
currently contemplating the creation of an on-line, statewide distance education course
catalog, which could provide a wider variety of course options for high school students
participating in postsecondary programs. As the oversight body for school didtricts, the
Department should assist schoal didrictsin evauating the teecommunication aternatives
and budgetary impact related to participation in the Multi-Use Network.
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Recommendation No. 6:

The Colorado Department of Education should explore how the implementation of the
Multi-UseNetwork could providegreater and more cost-effectiveaccessibility for district-
paid postsecondary programs.

Colorado Department of Education Response:

Agree. The Colorado Department of Education will work with al Colorado
school digtricts and libraries to find ways to have their telecommunication and
Internet needs met through the MNT. Postsecondary options courses are
ddivered regularly across the Sate viathe MNT.

| nstitutions Should Separ ately Report
Participation in All Postsecondary
Programs

Each year through the Final Student Enrollment Report (FSE), higher education
ingtitutions report the number of full-time equivadent (FTE) sudentsthey serve.  Higher
education inditutions receive state general funds based upon the number of credit hours
generated by resident students. Onefull-time equivaent student equal s 30 credit hoursfor
aschool on a semester system and 45 credit hours for a college on the quarter system.
The FSE includes dl credit hours generated by resdent students including those high
school students taking postsecondary courses.  Although the FSE requires colleges to
separately report information on students taking courses through the PSEO program, it
does not seek any information about high school students in other postsecondary
programs. Asaresult, the high school postsecondary participation numbers received by
the Commission are incomplete.

Commission representatives informed us that they use the reported PSEO student
participationnumbersto track enrollment patterns, to make policy changes, and to exclude
those students from federd financid aid dlocation formulas. As we have noted, dthough
PSEO appearsto be the largest postsecondary program for high school students, it isnot
the only one. In addition to PSEO, we found that school districts also offer Fast Track
and other opportunitiesfor high school students to take postsecondary courses. Some of
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these opportunities appear to be very similar to PSEO, but for various reasons may not be
consdered by the school digtricts or the colleges to meet the requirements of PSEO. As
aresult, colleges may not separately report these high school students onthe FSE. The
Commission needs information on al high school students taking postsecondary courses
to properly track enrollment patterns and make sure no indigible sudents are included in
the federdly funde