
27J hits  
milestone with  
latest school  
performance  
ratings

Strong academic growth by School 
District 27J students has propelled the 
district to a milestone achievement 
in the state’s school and district 
accountability ratings system.

For the first time since the state 
began administering the ratings in 2010, 
School District 27J has no traditional-
enrollment schools on priority 
improvement or turnaround status. The 
Colorado Department of Education 
released preliminary performance 
ratings Oct. 4.

“I am incredibly proud of the hard 
work of our students, teachers, school 
administrative staffs and our district 

academic achievement team,” said 27J 
Superintendent of Schools Dr. Chris 
Fiedler. “I’ve said before and continue 
to believe that our district has never 
had a more clear focus on student 
achievement and we continue to see the 
results in the academic growth of our 
students.”

Three key performance indicators are 
weighed to develop a school or district’s 
performance rating. These measures of 
educational success include: academic 
achievement (student mastery of 
academic standards), academic 

See RATINGS page 8
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By Tonja Castaneda

A new curriculum is 
bringing reading to life for 
27J kindergarten students and 
helping their literacy rates 
reach new heights.

27J teachers and literacy 
coaches credit a 44-percent 
increase in kindergarten reading 
scores to the new reading 
program, Superkids, launched 
across the district last year. 

The results were so 
encouraging that the district 
expanded the curriculum to 
all first-grade students for the 
2016-17 school year.

“Learning to read in early 
elementary school is vital for 
success in both school and 
life,” 27J Student Achievement 
Director Will Pierce said. 
“National research shows that a 
student who can read on grade 
level by third grade is four 
times more likely to graduate 
on time than a child who does 
not read proficiently by this 
time.”

See SUPERKIDS page 8

 Reading is SUPER
 New program engages students, helps increase literacy levels

I N S I D E

Lending a helping hand, page 10

Henderson Elementary kindergarten teacher Marcie Johnson works on reading with  
Paige Madden using the Superkids curriculum while Hailey Morrell looks on.



Your 27J Board of Education 
recently named our newest 
elementary school, Reunion 
Elementary. We had four names 
to choose from, names that were 
decided from a list of nominations 
submitted by our community 
members. Thanks to all who 
submitted nominations and to 
the Facilities Planning Advisory 
Committee for consolidating the 
list to the final choices.

Reunion Elementary was very 
popular in nominations. That 
popularity reflects the pride that the 

Reunion community has in School District 27J. Thanks again 
to the community members who helped our bond campaign to 
be so successful.

Blazing Star — a native flower; Parkside — a development 
within Reunion where the new elementary is located; Cactus 
Ridge — a previous school district prior to incorporation into 
27J and located where the new elementary is being built; and, 
of course Reunion Elementary, were the choices for the board.

I find the history of 27J interesting. Arapahoe County 
School District No. 27 just celebrated 132 years of existence. 
Brighton’s historical books and authors describe the first 
school house, first secondary school (high school) but they 
also describe the many outlying areas where one-room 
schoolhouses were common. 

Each schoolhouse in these outlying areas, was a school 
district with its own board of education. Brantner, Cactus 
Ridge, Moreland, Pleasant Plains, Whittier and Long Branch 
to name a few, are examples of the historical districts in 27J. 
There are stories of board members — usually prominent 
members of the communities — donating land, building the 
school house, hiring the teacher, buying books and necessities. 

Teachers lived in the schoolhouse back then. Those individual 
Boards of Education made sure the area children had the 
opportunity for an education. 

Today our school board strives to make sure students have 
an opportunity for an education. We create policy so the 
district may operate within guidelines while working towards 
achieving and surpassing the goals we set. We monitor 
performance, achievement and adherence to policy. We link 
with groups in the community, learning their preferences, 
thoughts on our performance and to answer important 
questions. What are we doing well? Where do we need 
change?

132 years is a bit of a jump. Brighton School District No. 
27 to now School District 27J. The name has changed but the 
purpose has not. 

Patrick Day is president of the District 27J Board of Education.
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Canaries in a coal mine – Colorado’s K-12 funding crisis

Times, names change, district’s purpose remains the same

DR. CHRIS FIEDLER

PATRICK DAY

If you are not familiar with the 
concept of “canaries in a coal mine,” 
it was the past practice of miners 
taking caged canaries with them 
into the mine tunnels as a form of 
early warning of dangerous gases, 
such as carbon monoxide, that had 
collected within the mine. If there 
were dangerous gases present, the 
canaries would perish first, alerting 
the miners to exit the mines — an 
antiquated safety practice to be sure, 
but effective, for the miners at least.

Canaries in the coal mine are a 
lot like the plight of K-12 funding 

in Colorado. If you remember the old SAT analogies, it would 
read something like, “Deceased canaries in the coal mine are 
to dangerous gases as bond and mill levy elections in Colorado 
school districts are to the Colorado School Finance Act and the 
Negative Factor.” In each case, the latter causes the former. 

If you are new to Colorado or our state’s budgeting process, 

the Negative Factor is a budget work around designed to 
sidestep voter-mandated education funding that reduces each 
school district’s funding by a specific percentage determined 
by a targeted funding level chosen each year by the Colorado 
General Assembly. The percentage for the 2016-2017 school 
year is 12.5 percent.

Last year, School District 27J was one of the very few 
school districts on the ballot with a bond or mill levy question. 
As you are all aware, we were successful in passing a $248 
million bond question to build new schools and perform 
much needed and overdue deferred maintenance of existing 
buildings. I want to again say “Thank you” for those that 
supported and voted for our bond. We have made tremendous 
progress over last year and we want to invite you again to 
follow our capital construction projects by visiting www.
sd27j.org/bondprogram for the latest construction updates and 
information from our monthly Community Bond Oversight 
Committee meetings.

In sharp contrast to being alone on the ballot last year, there 
were 25 school districts across the state with bond questions 
on the ballot this year totaling $4.5 billion with a “b.” For our 

neighboring district, Adams 12, the request was $350,000 and 
included only one new K-8 school. The vast majority of the 
rest is to address deferred maintenance across their district.

In addition, there were 24 school districts across the state 
with mill levy override questions on the ballot totaling more 
than $177 million. 

By all accounts, November 2016 was a record amount 
for Colorado school district requests on the ballot. The 
reason, seven consecutive years of the implementation of 
the “Negative Factor” to the Colorado School Finance Act 
and a cumulative loss to K-12 education (please read kids) 
in Colorado of more than $5 billion through the 2015-2016 
school year and an anticipated $5.9 billion at the conclusion of 
this fiscal year.

Canaries in the coal mine. 
Until our state fixes a toxic environment for school funding, 

school districts will be forced to lean more and more on local 
tax resources to give our students the facilities and tools to  
be successful.

Dr. Chris Fiedler is Superintendent of School District 27J.
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Anti-discrimination policy
In compliance with Titles VI & VII of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX of the 
Education Amendments of 1972, Section 504 
of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the Age 
Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967, 
the Americans with Disabilities Act, the Genetic 
Information Nondiscrimination Act of 2008, 
and Colorado law, School District 27J does not 
unlawfully discriminate on the basis 
of race, color, sex, religion, national origin, 

ancestry, creed, age, marital status, sexual 
orientation, genetic information, disability 
or need for special education services in 
admissions, access to, treatment, or employment 
in educational programs or activities which it 
operates and provides equal access to the Boy 
Scouts and other designated youth groups. A 
lack of English language skills will not be a 
barrier to participation or admission.

ELEMENTARY 
SCHOOLS 
Brantner Elementary  
Michele Saller, Principal 
7800 East 133rd Ave  
Thornton, CO 80602  
720-685-5050 

Henderson Elementary 
Natalie Rooney, Principal
12301 East 124th Ave  
Henderson, CO 80640  
303-655-2700 

Northeast Elementary 
Toby Karr, Principal  
1605 Longspeak Street 
Brighton, CO 80601  
303-655-2550

North Elementary
Carmella Schroeder, Principal 
89 North 6th Ave  
Brighton, CO 80601  
303-655-2500

Pennock Elementary  
Valerie Ortega, Principal 
3707 Estrella Street  
Brighton, CO 80601  
720-685-7500

Second Creek Elementary 
Evoice Sims, Principal  
9950 Laredo Drive  
Commerce City, CO 80022 
720-685-7550

South Elementary 
Kay Collins, Principal  
305 South 5th Ave  
Brighton, CO 80601  
303-655-2600

Southeast Elementary  
Sarah James, Principal  
1595 Southern Street  
Brighton, CO 80601  
303-655-2650

Thimmig Elementary  
Candice Reese, Principal 
11453 Oswego Street  
Henderson, CO 80640  
303-655-2750

Turnberry Elementary 
Brett Minne, Principal  
13069 East 106th Place 
Commerce City, CO 80022
720-685-5350

West Ridge Elementary  
Amy Bruce, Principal  
13102 Monaco Street  
Thornton, CO 80602  
720-685-5304 

MIDDLE SCHOOLS 
Prairie View Middle School 
Cristina Bissell, Principal 
12915 East 120th Ave 
Henderson, CO 80640 
720-685-5400

Overland Trail Middle School 
Eric Lambright, Principal 
455 North 19th Ave 
Brighton, CO 80601 
303-655-4000

Stuart Middle School 
Dr. Rich Patterson, Principal
15955 East 101st Way 
Commerce City, CO 80022
720-685-5500

Vikan Middle School
Trina Norris-Buck, Principal
879 Jessup Street 
Brighton, CO 80601 
303-655-4050

HIGH SCHOOLS 
Brighton High School 
John Biner, Principal
270 South 8th Ave 
Brighton, CO 80601 
303-655-4200

Prairie View High School 
Jaime White, Principal
12909 East 120th Ave 
Henderson, CO 80640 
303-655-8800

Heritage Academy
Kenlyn Newman, Principal 
830 East Bridge Street 
Brighton, CO 80601 
303-655-2850
BOLT Academy
Kenlyn Newman, Principal 
1850 Egbert St., Suite 120
Brighton, CO 80601 
720-685-5475 

27J Preschool
Bethany Ager, Coordinator 
18551 East 160th Ave 
Brighton, CO 80601 
720-685-5490

CHARTER SCHOOLS 
Belle Creek Charter School 
Jackie Fields, Principal
9290 East 107th Ave  
Henderson, CO 80640
303-468-0160

Bromley East Charter School  
Lori Sheldon, Executive Director
356 Longspur Dr. 
Brighton, CO 80601 
720-685-3297

Eagle Ridge Academy 
Ben Ploeger, 
Head of School and Principal 
3551 Southern Street    
Brighton, CO 80601
303-655-0773

Foundations Academy 
Jerry Martinez, Principal
340 South 45th Ave 
Brighton, CO 80601  
303-659-9519 

Landmark Academy
Jennifer Stengel, Principal 
10566 Memphis Street 
Commerce City, CO 80022
303-287-2901



By Meaghan Casey

There’s a reason Northeast Elementary 
School kindergarten teacher Veronica Navarro 
finds it easy to relate to the students in her 
bilingual classroom. Just a few decades ago, 
she was just like them.

“For me, this is so much more than a job,” 
said Navarro. “I see myself in these kids. 
I want to inspire them and be a good role 
model.”

Navarro grew up in a Spanish-speaking 
household in Fort Lupton. Her mother 
immigrated to the U.S. from Mexico as a 
teenager.

“She worked so hard, day and night, to 
provide for my sisters and me,” said Navarro. 
“It was beyond her expectations for us to go  
to college.”

Navarro, too, worked day and night, 
learning English to keep up with her peers. She 
excelled as a student in School District Weld 
Re-8 and later earned a one-year scholarship 
to a community college through the College 
Assistance Migrant Program (CAMP). That 
opened the door for her to earn her bachelor’s 

at the University of Northern Colorado and 
her master’s at the University of Colorado, 
Boulder, with assistance from the university’s 
Bilinguals United for Education and New 
Opportunities (BUENO) Center.

During her time at University of Northern 
Colorado, Navarro student taught at South 
Elementary School in Brighton.

“It was my calling to work with bilingual 
students,” she said. “As a child, I used to 
play school with my neighbors. Once I was at 
South, I knew I wanted to get into one of the 
district’s three dual language schools—South, 
North or Northeast.”

She accomplished that mission and is now in 
her 11th year teaching at Northeast. Her sister, 
Mariela Mata, followed a similar path and is 
a kindergarten teacher at North Elementary 
School.

“I really, really enjoy my job,” said Navarro. 
“I have a special connection with these students, 
and their families as well. It’s important to 
have really good communications with parents. 
They’re giving me their babies to teach.”

Of this year’s 21 students, she says two-
thirds came in speaking both English and 

Spanish. Most of the parents of her students 
speak only Spanish, so she offers to help them 
translate or fill out forms in English.

“Whether that’s helping them figure out 
school lunches or register for transportation 
to school, it’s ultimately helping my students 
to have more success in the classroom,” she 
said. “I want to do everything I can to assist 
them, and I want my students to never feel 

overwhelmed. I want my students to know that 
I had my challenges, but I made it to college, 
and they can too.”

For the past several years, Navarro has 
helped to organize the school’s ELL Family 
Night for Spanish-speaking parents. Last 
year, about 300 people attended the fun, 
informational event, which also included a 
speaker on topics such as higher education, 
healthy eating, immigration law and more.

In August, Navarro was honored by the 
School of Education at CU Boulder with one 
of its Best Should Teach awards. She was one 
of four K-12 teachers from partner districts 
honored alongside three faculty members 
and 48 graduate students. The late Lindley 
and Marguerite Stiles established the Best 
Should Teach Initiative in 1996, and Lindley’s 
inspiring maxim is inscribed on the School 
of Education building: “To those who come, 
I leave the flame! Hold it as high as you can 
reach. If a better world is your aim, all must 
agree: The best should teach.”

“It was such an honor to receive the award 
and to see that others recognize how much I 
care about my students,” said Navarro.
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By Tonja Castaneda

Take a sound bite from the 
life of one Brighton High School 
senior and you would hear a story 
about a person who is overcoming 
adversity to follow his dreams.

Josiah Fingerlin is the sound 
technician for drama productions 
at the high school. It’s a position 
made more challenging by the 
fact that he has hearing loss in his 
left ear and wears a hearing aid 
to bring his hearing into normal 
range. 

For four years, Fingerlin has 
made recordings and sound 
effects for the school’s drama 
productions. He loves working 
with sound so much he plans to 

get a bachelor’s degree in studio 
recording. 

He thinks it is because of his 
hearing loss that he finds sounds 
so fascinating.

“I have had hearing troubles my 
whole life,” said Fingerlin. “How 
sound travels has always been 
part of my life. I have had several 
mentors who push me to use my 
hearing loss as a positive.”

And so he continues on in his 
role to enhance sound for others. 
A sound technician hits all the 
sound cues in a play – it could 
be any subtle sound such as the 
ticking of a clock, a bird chirping 
or traffic noises. 

“We don’t want to make the 
sounds stand out,” he said. “It’s 

only supposed to add to your 
experience.”

“I can check each actor’s sound 
level and click on the computer 
to adjust sound levels,” he 
continued. “The best part is the 
interaction with the rest of the 
crew. I can hear someone speak 
and edit their voice. If it’s too 
low, I can bring them up to be 
heard much better.” 

Fingerlin started in the drama 
department as a stagehand 
moving props, but he quickly 
moved into the sound department 
his freshman year.

Drama teacher Jane Archuleta, 
who found out he was already 
doing audio work at his church, 
describes Fingerlin as the best 
student sound technician she has 
worked with at Brighton High. 

“Although he has suffered 
hearing loss in his life and, even 
with that, he is the best sound 
person I have ever had,” Archuleta 
said. “I think unless you already 
know about his hearing situation, 
you wouldn’t know. He is that 
good at what he does.”

“Josiah is the best because he 
is thoughtful and cautious,” she 
continued. “He is always willing 
to lend a hand. He works until 
something is ‘right’ and he is 
always striving for perfection.”

Fingerlin has had 17 ear 
surgeries since he was a child. 
An ear infection in third grade, 
Fingerlin said, is what started 
his hearing problems—mostly in 
his left ear. Most of his surgeries 
have been reconstruction jobs 

Josiah Fingerlin is the sound technician for drama productions at Brighton High School. 

Student hears  
calling for career 
in sound effects

to his ear. There are side effects he still 
experiences in addition to hearing loss, 
including nerve damage throughout the 
left side of his face. 

At times, he missed school because he 
was in the hospital and some surgeries 
were complicated. During one surgery, 
he was already put under and his parents 
had to decide whether or not to let 
doctors cut part of a nerve on the left side 
of his face that affected taste buds. 

“It was either that or have a metallic 
taste in my mouth when I ate for the rest 
of my life,” he said. He says his parents 
made the right decision and he still uses 
taste buds. 

But Fingerlin didn’t focus on the 
hearing loss but instead what he still 
could do. He started wearing a hearing 
aid in his left ear about a year ago. 
Without his hearing aid, he says he can 
only hear white noise in that ear. His 

right ear has hearing in the normal range. 
As the youngest child of three in his 

family, he says support from his older 
brother and sister made all the difference 
going through multiple surgeries. 

“My brother and sister would go with 
me and my parents or they were waiting 
for me on the porch every time I got 
home from the hospital,” he said.

Fingerlin hasn’t made his final college 
selection but Santa Fe School of Art and 
Design in New Mexico is very high on 
his list to attend. One reason is the school 
recently updated their technical sound 
and lights program. 

Down the road, he would like to do 
studio recording on the music side. 

“I’ll still have to have my hand in 
plays and musicals,” he said. “It’s fun to 
have that tiny bit of control—that little 
sound that’s just a simple sound that 
makes all the difference.”

Speaking the same language(s)
Northeast teacher draws from her own childhood to help her students succeed

Veronica Navarro works with students in her 
kindergarten classroom at Northeast Elementary.
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Constructing a better District 27J
Comprehensive High School No. 
3 on schedule to open in 2018

The two-year construction process for the district’s third 
comprehensive high school began in June. The entire project includes 
on-site construction of the high school and other campus amenities 
like a stadium, sports fields and parking lots. There is also work going 
on around off-site construction including putting in sidewalks and 
curb and gutter, and installing underground power lines and storm 
water pipes. Also road work continues on Yosemite Street on the west 
side of the site. Structural steel work is expected to begin in January.

“We’re right on schedule,” said High School No. 3 Superintendent 
Frank Stump of Saunders Construction. 

The budget for High School No. 3 is $89.9 million. The new 27J 
high school is scheduled to open in the fall of 2018.

Reunion Elementary School 
takes shape 

Construction on 27J’s 12th elementary school, Reunion 
Elementary, began in August.

Reunion Elementary School is located at 11021 Landmark Dr. in 
the Reunion community of Commerce City. The school is scheduled 
to open for preschool through fifth grade students in Fall 2017. The 
school will be about 64,000-sq.-ft. in size and the overall project 
budget is about $22 million.

On Dec. 1, a Topping Out ceremony was held at the site. Steel 
workers, other tradesmen on the project and 27J Board Members 
signed the final steel beam. Then, a crane lifted it into place to be 
riveted onto the school by two Best Steel workers. 

“It moves pretty quick to get the initial steel skeleton up,” said Site 
Superintendent Ed Nation, of FCI Constructors. 

27J purchases 21-acre site  
for Middle School No.5 

In a matter of four years, there will be a fifth middle school on  
the block.

School District 27J has purchased approximately 21 acres of land 
for the future site. It will be across the street from where High School 
No. 3 is being constructed at 136th Avenue and Yosemite Street in 
Thornton, on the west side of the school district.

“The acquisition of a site for a middle school is an important step 
in providing a permanent middle school option for our families on 
the west side of our district,” said 27J Superintendent of Schools 
Dr. Chris Fiedler. “We’re excited that we will eventually have a 
high school and middle school campus so close together and for the 
potential collaborative educational opportunities that provides.”

The proximity of the two sites also resulted in a cost savings to 
the district as many of the necessary off-site improvements, such as 
paving of roads and utility extensions, are already being completed as 
part of the High School No. 3 construction.

The School District completed an extensive due diligence 
process during the land acquisition process, including having an 
environmental assessment conducted. 

Construction on Middle School No. 5 is tentatively scheduled to 
start in 2018 with a planned opening of fall 2020. High School No. 3 is 
scheduled to open in the fall of 2018. Its initial enrollment is expected 
to include a combination of middle- and high-school grade levels.

Four schools benefit from 
renovations

Brantner Elementary School has nearly doubled in size with a two-

Above, from left, Thornton City 
Councilman and Brantner parent 
Josh Zygielbaum, Superintendent 
Chris Fiedler, Board of Education 
Vice President Roberta Thimmig, 
Brantner Principal Michele Saller, 
fifth-grade student Alissa Neurauter, 
Board Director Greg Piotraschke, 
Board President Patrick Day and 
Board Director Lloyd Worth 
celebrate the opening of the newly 
renovated Brantner School.

Above right, Students at Eagle 
Ridge Academy enjoy the new 
computer lab.

At left, the final steel beam was placed 
at Reunion Elementary School on 
Dec. 1 during a topping out ceremony. 
More than 800 pieces of steel were 
used to construct the school.

story classroom addition that was completed last summer. The 
new addition is 28,006-square-feet in size. The new space 
created 17 classrooms and makes room for an additional 315 
students. The expansion also allows Brantner to add a preschool 
program as well as special education and art classrooms. 

A community open house event celebrated the completion 
of phase one renovations to Brighton Heritage Academy on 
Sept. 7. BHA is the school district’s oldest building and the 
original Brighton High School. The school, located at the 
corner of South 8th Avenue and Bridge Street, underwent 
the first phase of renovations this past summer. Work 
included the installation of 154 new windows and asbestos 
abatement in 10 classrooms. New energy-saving LED 
lighting fixtures were installed in the renovated classrooms. 
The BHA renovations are funded through a voter-supported 
construction bond and a Colorado Department of Education 
BEST Grant. Phase two is planned for next summer.

Eagle Ridge Academy, a 27J charter high school, has 
added new technology classrooms for this school year. 
Students are now attending computer classes in the new 
classrooms. This renovation project was completed over the 
summer and provides two new computer labs, which are 
used to teach technology courses such as video game design, 
3D modeling, online applications and digital presentations. A 

tutoring lab was also added for students to use.
Students are enjoying a new auditorium and gymnasium 

this school year at Bromley East Charter School, a K-8 school 
in Brighton. Also, middle school students moved into a new 
classroom wing this fall. This school expansion allows Bromley 
East Charter School to grow this year with 250 more students. 

“The expanded space at Bromley East is fantastic. We now 
have the ability to do some really exciting things,” said Hugh 
Frazier, Assistant Director for Bromley East Charter School. 
“We want to express our gratitude to the 27J community for 
their continued support and good-will they have given to 
Bromley East. We could not have completed the expansion on 
this scale without the support of the 27J family and friends.” 

More renovation projects  
in planning phase

The next round of school renovation projects is in the 
planning process. Four schools: Vikan Middle School, 
Brighton High School, Northeast Elementary School and 
Overland Trail Middle School—are all scheduled to be under 
construction for renovation and/or roof work in 2017. 

Continued on page 6
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School District 27J’s third high school under construction is being 
built with the help of some Bulldog pride.

Luis Covarrubias, a 2008 Brighton High School graduate, is a 
construction site superintendent with Saunders Construction and helps 
oversee day-to-day construction on the 255,000-square-foot facility. 
Located at 136th Avenue and Yosemite, its planned completion date is 
late summer 2018.

Covarrubias, who also attended Overland Trail Middle School 
and Henderson Elementary, is excited to be a part of the high school 
construction process. Covarrubias’ connection to public education 
runs deep. His wife, Daisy, is an elementary school teacher (they met 
at Brighton High School) and her mom, Eugenia Monreal, teaches 
Spanish at Brighton High School. Now, Covarrubias has his own child, 
Abraham, almost a year old. 

At Brighton High, Covarrubias played soccer, ran track and was in 
the League of United Latin American Citizens. Now he’s amazed to 
think that his class will have a 10-year reunion by the time this new 
high school is complete. 

His history with 27J also brings a unique perspective to the High 
School No. 3 project. 

“I never imagined I would do this,” Covarrubias said. “I was a 
sophomore when Brighton High went on split schedules and I was 
getting to school at 6:55 a.m. I had a sense that we needed a new high 
school due to overcrowding, but the answer to that was to build Prairie 
View High School. Then, eight years after Prairie View opened, we 
needed another high school.”

It was while he was a junior at Brighton High, Covarrubias attended 
a career day and started thinking about a career as an architect. 
Seeking a summer internship, he talked to Saunders Construction—
which had just finished remodeling Brighton High School.

“I introduced myself and said I was looking for work-related 
experience with architecture and was willing to learn the other side of 
design in construction,” he said. 

Saunders offered him an internship to shadow a project engineer for 
the summer. So Covarrubias spent three months in summer of 2007 
working at the Prairie View Middle School construction site. He went 
on to intern with Saunders Construction for five summers while he was 
a student at Colorado State University in Fort Collins.

Now, he’s grateful he interned with Saunders because he found out 
he liked being on construction sites and handling project management. 
By the time he started college, he had chosen to major in construction 

management because he realized, “I would rather be on site and 
working with the actual creation of buildings and schools.”  

One of his internships was to work as a project engineer when Stuart 
Middle School was being constructed. Other construction projects he 
has worked on included the new Adams County Government complex 
in Brighton, the Center for the Community building on the University 
of Colorado – Boulder campus, Apex Fieldhouse in Arvada and the 
new Denver Broncos practice facility. 

Covarrubias has been with Saunders Construction full-time for the 
past three years. 

Most recently, he managed the construction of a K-8 school in 
the Thompson School District and continues managing construction 
projects of sports facilities and schools. 

“They go hand-in-hand too because every school usually has a 
sports facility with it,” Covarrubias said.

“It’s really satisfying to see the open land and in the course of two 
years to see 500-plus people—each one has a certain specific task to 
construct a building,” he added. “It goes from being bare land to a 
construction zone to a school where you can see kids come and learn.”

He enjoys being onsite and working outside, even in the winter. 
“It’s all part of the experience in mild weather, rain or snow. I would 

still rather be out here than in a cubicle designing plans,” he said of his 
decision to work in construction.

His job assignment for High School No. 3 includes overseeing the 
off-site construction; that’s site work outside of the building perimeter 
such as utilities, paving roads, concrete and landscaping. His expertise 
is in construction of schools, sports facilities and fields. Duties 
include setting construction schedules, ensuring quality control of 
plans, communicating what the design plans are to the field guys and 
executing plans to the specifications. 

“I think it’s awesome to be building the district’s next high school,” 
Covarrubias said. 

He has advice for high school students about choosing a career: 
“If you have something in mind then go out there and get 

experience. If you don’t like it, know that plans change and that’s 
fine,” he said. “For me, I wanted to be an architect and now I love 
being on a construction site and interacting with the foremen outside 
on a job site.”

There are three other Brighton High School 
graduates, in addition to Saunders Site 
Superintendent Luis Covarrubias, working on 
the High School No. 3 construction 
project.

Troy Hernandez is a survey 
superintendent for Saunders 
Construction, and David Mata is 
a carpenter for Saunders. Both are 
2002 BHS graduates.

Hernandez has fond memories of 
Brighton High School. He ran track 
and cross country during high school and was 
such a good runner that he qualified for state 
competitions. 

“We would run up here (where the high 
school is under construction) for cross country 
and so I think it’s great to see the area grow 

and change,” Hernandez said. 
He also worked on the recently 

completed Brantner Elementary 
School expansion. 

BHS Alumnus David Mata agreed 
that it is pretty neat to work on 
building the next high school.

Another Brighton High 
graduate is Francisco Villalobos, 

Superintendent for LMS Drilling, the company 
operating the drills for the school’s foundation. 
Villalobos is a 2000 graduate.

New high school has Brighton feel

Bulldog pride in effect on building project

Site supervisor is a homegrown talent

Luis Covarrubias, Superintendent for 
Saunders Construction at the High School 

No. 3 construction project, is a Brighton 
High graduate. Here, he checks plans on his 
iPad during construction of the storm sewer 

installation at the site.

Former Bulldogs 
David Mata, Troy 
Hernandez, Francisco 
Villalobos and Luis 
Covarrubias are 
working together to 
build the district’s 
third high school. 
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Three new principals leading the way in 27J

Continued from page 4

Construction of the Vikan Middle School classroom addition 
could start as early as spring. Vikan interior renovations and 
construction at the other schools are scheduled to start next 
summer.

The 27J Construction Team worked to assemble architect and 
contractor teams to be under contract by this fall. Construction 
plans for each school are still being developed. 

The project at Vikan will be a design-build process which 
moves more quickly because the architect and contractor are 
hired as a team for the project.

The Vikan project team includes RB + B Architects and 
Sampson Construction. In the fall, a Design Advisory Group, 
with the Vikan principal and staff members, met to discuss the 
project scope. 

Part of the Vikan Middle School project is to expand the size 
of the school. A one-story classroom wing is proposed to be 
built onto Vikan School. Other upgrades at Vikan could include 
roof repairs, mechanical repairs and electrical upgrades. 

At Brighton High School, meetings with principals and 
walkthroughs with construction team members are ongoing. 
The project scope for Brighton High School is still being 
developed. To get construction design drawings and refine the 
scope of the project, 27J has selected Yon Tanner Architect and 
general contractor Howell Construction for the BHS renovation.

Some upgrades to Brighton High School have already begun, 
starting with roof repairs this fall and continuing with almost an 
entire roof replacement this summer. 

“That’s the priority to replace about 90 percent of the roof 
at Brighton High School and ensure the building is sealed 
and there are no leaks,” said Project Manager Tom Delgado. 
“The roof has been repaired in different sections over time and 
patched where there were roof leaks.” 

Brighton Heritage Academy, South Elementary, Vikan 
Middle School and Overland Trail Middle School are also 
scheduled to receive roof replacements in 2017, in addition 
to roof repairs for the district’s swimming pool facility and 
Educational Services Center. A roof assessment reports says 
of the school roofs that were assessed, each roof has multiple 
leaks and deterioration caused by age. Repairs were made to 
all these schools in the fall to fix leaks and keep buildings dry 
through the winter. 

Northeast Elementary School and Overland Trail Middle 
School are also scheduled to be under construction next 
summer. For both Northeast and Overland Trail school projects, 
Studiotrope has been named the architect, and GE Johnson 
Construction has been selected as the contractor. 

Going green
School District 27J has been completing a number of bond 

upgrade projects during breaks. Crews have been installing 

LED lighting fixtures in some gymnasiums and cafeterias 
during the days when school is not in session.

The project brings upgrades to six schools in the district, and 
also addresses the need for greener buildings that can bring 
energy savings to schools by reducing energy costs.

“We’ll be using the timeframe when kids are not in school 
to install the new lighting,” said 27J Project Manager Les 
Layton. “The School District wants to be as energy efficient as 
possible.”

The following schools are scheduled to get lighting upgrades 
in gymnasiums: Henderson Elementary; Pennock Elementary; 
Second Creek Elementary; and Thimmig Elementary. LED 
lighting will also be installed in both the gym and cafeteria at 
North Elementary and Southeast Elementary schools.

United Power Cooperative will be working with School 
District 27J to check on how many energy rebates the district 
will earn for installing LED light fixtures. 

Most recently, 27J received energy rebates from United 
Power for LED lights that were installed in Brighton Heritage 
Academy classrooms that were recently renovated. The district 
could also receive rebates for new outdoor LED lighting 
installed at the Brantner Elementary expansion.

“The district does expect to see a cost savings for going to 
LED lights,” said Layton. “The fixtures last longer and we are 
saving manpower by not having to change them out with the 
lights expected to last longer than 10 years.” 

Constructing a better District 27J

Cristina Bissell is principal of  
Prairie View Middle School.

By Cyrus Moulton

Cristina Bissell comes to Prairie View 
Middle School from the Adams 14 School 
District where she was principal of Kemp 
Elementary School. Bissell has spent 
much of her career at the middle-school 
level, however, starting in the classroom at 
Mountain Ridge Middle School in Colorado 
Springs, where she was a Spanish teacher 
from 2004 to 2011. She served as assistant 
principal of Kearney Middle School in the 
Adams 14 District from 2011 to 2015.  

Bissell said she is excited to have 
returned to a middle school.

“Middle school kids are so much fun 
and are at such a formidable age, every day 
brings new challenges and adventures,” said 
Bissell. 

She has taken a hands-on approach, 
getting to know her new school and students 
by getting into classrooms, talking with 
students before school and in the hallways, 
and supporting them at sporting events and 
at music concerts. 

Bissell emphasized relationships as key 

to building “safe and nurturing learning 
environments” and said the administration 
has put out a relationship survey to staff 
and students to identify students who need 
connections at the school.

Bissell received dual bachelor’s degrees 
in sociology and Spanish from Northern 
State University in Aberdeen, S.D, where 
she received a soccer scholarship. She 
earned a master’s degree in curriculum and 
instruction as well her principal licensure 
from the University of Colorado – Colorado 
Springs.

Amy Bruce is principal of West Ridge 
Elementary School.

Amy Bruce said she is excited about 
giving back to her own community as 
principal of West Ridge Elementary School. 

“I live within the school’s boundaries, 
so I am thrilled to be leading in my home 
community,” said Bruce. “I’m committed to 
this school and our district for the long haul 
because I am leading where I live.”

Bruce had been the principal of John 
Amesse Elementary School in Denver 
for the past two years. Prior to joining 
Denver Public Schools, Bruce spent eight 
years in the Adams 12 School District in 

Thornton; first, as an elementary principal 
at Westview Elementary for four years 
and then as the district’s director of grants. 
Bruce began her administrative career as 
principal of Cochocton Elementary School 
in Cochocton, N.Y. where she worked for 
nearly 5 years.

She has cherished participating in many 
of the traditions at West Ridge, such 
as the Red Carpet Ceremony for new 
kindergartners in August, and looks forward 
to a similar ceremony for departing fifth 
graders on the last day of school. 

Bruce earned a bachelor’s degree in 
elementary education as well as a master’s 
degree in reading education from St. 
Bonaventure University in New York. She 
received her educational administration 
certificate from the State University of New 
York in Brockport.

But 27J is where she wants to be. 
“This is where my heart and my home 

are, and I am thrilled to be building 
relationships with students, staff and 
families that will last for years to come,” 
Bruce said.

Carmella Schroeder is principal at 
North Elementary.

Carmella Schroeder is a familiar face at 
North Elementary, having served as interim 
principal since February. Prior to that role, 
she had been a teacher on special assignment 
in the district’s special education department. 

“After having the opportunity to serve 
as interim principal last spring, I decided 
to apply for the principal position because 
of the warm welcoming community and 
seeing the need and academic performance 
challenge at North,” said Schroeder. “I am 
elated to bring my skills as an educational 
leader to North Elementary and to work 

with parents as a partner in education to 
ensure each child’s success.”

Prior to joining School District 27J, 
Schroeder served as interim executive 
director and principal of Pinnacle Charter 
School in Federal Heights between 2003 and 
2009. She then was executive principal at 
New Vision Charter School in Loveland for 
three years and worked from 2013 to 2015 as 
coordinator of exceptional student services in 
the Thompson School District in Loveland. 

Currently pursuing her doctorate in 
educational leadership, Schroeder received 

her bachelor’s degree in elementary 
education and special education from the 
University of Northern Colorado and her 
master’s in educational administration from 
the University of Wyoming.

She said she is looking forward to 
ensuring that everybody — teachers, 
parents, and students — are excited to be at 
North, and experience “a positive, fun and 
nurturing environment.”

“I feel truly blessed to be the instructional 
leader of such an awesome school 
community,” Schroeder said.
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Input welcome on potential mill levy override discussion
School District 27J is inviting parents and community 

members to be part of a process to identify potential needs 
that could be included as part of a mill levy override 
question possibly placed before voters in 2017.

Interested individuals would serve on a facilitated 
committee to learn more about the district’s operational 
needs in key areas such as curriculum and programs, the 
recruitment and retention of teachers and staff, district 

technology and security and ongoing facility maintenance. 
The committee is expected to meet five to six times  
from January to April. Their work will be two-fold. 
Committee members will first become educated about 
challenges and needs the district is facing and then will 
develop a mill levy recommendation to be considered 
 by the 27J Superintendent of Schools.

A mill levy override is different than a school 

construction bond, which voters approved in 2015,  
because it creates an annual source of additional revenue 
that the district can use for any operational needs  
approved by the Board of Education.  The district has 
approved one mill levy override in its history. This was in 
2000 and was for $750,000. 

Parents and community members interested in serving on 
this committee can sign up at www.sd27j.org. 

27J students get head start on college
By Paul Halloran

An increasing number of District 
27J students are taking advantage 
of the opportunity to earn college 
credits while they are in high school. 

The concurrent enrollment 
program, which was created by 
legislation in 2009, is becoming 
more popular among juniors and 
seniors, especially at Prairie View 
High School, where there are 
more than twice as many students 
participating this year than last.

“The more students that request 
classes the more opportunities we 
can provide,” said Paul Francisco, 
27J Director of Post-Secondary 
and Workforce Readiness. “As 
we offer more rigorous academic 
opportunities, it increases rigor in 
general in our schools.”

District 27J’s partner in the 
concurrent enrollment initiative is 

Front Range Community College 
(Brighton campus). When the 
program started, about 20 students 
each from Prairie View and Brighton 
high schools enrolled and took 
courses at Front Range. As the 
program has grown, courses are now 
offered at the high schools and some 
of the high school teachers have 
become adjunct professors at  
Front Range.

The students in concurrent 
enrollment take college courses for 
college credits. Someone starting 
as a junior can earn up to 27 credits 
before graduating from high school 
– almost half of what is required 
to obtain an associate’s degree. In 
fact, Francisco said, District 27J is 
exploring the possibility of adding 
enough courses so that a student 
could obtain the 60 credits needed 
for an associate’s degree while still 
in high school.

“We hope to have that pathway set 
by next year,” he said, noting that 
the credits are virtually guaranteed 
to be transferable to any state college 
or university. 

The increased interest among 
27J students in concurrent 
enrollment mirrors the statewide 
trend. According to a Denver Post 
story published earlier this year, 
94 percent of school districts and 
84 percent of high schools offer 
concurrent-enrollment programs. 
In the 2014-15 school year, more 
than 35,700 students participated, 
an increase of 15 percent from the 
previous year. 

In 27J, there are 402 students 
enrolled in nine courses this year, 
according to Francisco. Last year 
there were 197 students enrolled 
in four courses. Courses offered 
include English Composition, 
Introduction to Literature, Advanced 

Literature, U.S. History I and II, 
math, General Psychology and 
Criminal Justice.  

According to the Post story, 
students who participate in 
concurrent enrollment are 23 percent 
more likely to enroll in college.

Students are able to take the 
courses basically tuition-free, with 
the district paying the tuition then 
getting reimbursed by the state at a 
rate of 105 percent. 

One of the programs instituted 
as a result of the success of 
concurrent enrollment is ASCENT 
– Accelerating Students through 
Concurrent ENrollmenT. It is open 
to students who complete at least 
12 college credit hours prior to 
completing the 12th grade. They 
stay in concurrent enrollment for 
what amounts to a combined fifth 
year of high school and first year of 
college, with tuition costs covered 

by ASCENT.
“That can be a great deal for 

students,” Francisco said, noting 
that 2016 Brighton High graduate 
Tiger Certain is a student at Metro 
State University as an ASCENT 
participant. After this year, he will 
be able to complete the requirements 
for a bachelor’s degree in three 
semesters.

Including a summer course, 
Certain graduated high school 
with 24 college credits, effectively 
completing 20 percent of his 
bachelor-degree requirements while 
still in high school.

“It is a pretty good opportunity to 
have college paid for,” he said.

Francisco said he expects the 
popularity of concurrent enrollment 
to continue to grow.

“I think we will have more 
students who want to take advantage 
of this opportunity,” he said. 

BHS Counselor Jeanne Thompson talks to students about concurrent enrollment opportunities at a College 
Now workshop held this fall at Prairie View High.

Brighton High students Alejandra Gomez Santizo, left, and Kristy Ung 
attend a college class at Front Range Community College in Brighton 
and work with instructor Constance Smith.
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Superkids reading program 
engages students and  
increases literacy levels

27J hits milestone with latest 
school performance ratings

SUPERKIDS: from page 1

Superkids, a Zaner-Bloser Reading Program, 
introduces students to cartoon-like characters as 
it uses songs to teach letters and letter sounds 
to new readers. Each character has a unique 
personality and interests, such as Cass, who 
loves to cook foods that start with the letter C 
and has a cat named Coconut. 

“Students have shown an overwhelming love 
for the Superkids characters. Parents indicate 
that their children talk about the Superkids as if 
they are real kids in the class,” said Henderson 
kindergarten teacher Lynne Craig. 

“They each relate to different characters based 
on each character’s hobbies, likes and dislikes,” 
she continued. “The connections they build with 
the characters enables them to remember each 
character’s songs and in turn remember the letter 
and letter sounds.” 

At the end of the last school year, 82 percent 
of 27J students heading to first grade were at or 
above academic benchmark (grade level). That’s 
an improvement from 38 percent of students 
meeting that target at the start of kindergarten 
last year.

That means more students entered the first 
grade this year reading at grade level.

Kindergarten literacy rates improved 
dramatically at a pair of schools. At Northeast 
Elementary, reading rates improved since 2013 
from 37 percent to 87 percent of kindergarten 
students being at or above benchmark. 

Northeast Elementary Teacher Lanette 
Martindale said her kindergarten students enjoy 
the Superkids. 

“The students really get to know the Superkids 

characters and the program keeps them 
interested through those times when learning 
to read may get difficult for them,” she said. “It 
was phenomenal to see how much their literacy 
test scores improved.” 

She is teaching the Superkids program to first-
grade students this year. 

For Henderson Elementary, 85 percent of 
kindergarten students were reading at grade 
level, up from 58 percent in 2013 when the 
program was first piloted there.

“I am very excited about the improved test 
scores at Henderson,” Craig said. “But, more 
importantly, I am excited about the confidence 
levels our kindergarteners have at the end of the 
year to tackle any reading materials given to 
them. The Superkids curriculum encourages the 
kids to strive and try harder. I love the read-aloud 
texts that engage the students and significantly 
build vocabulary and comprehension.”

“This curriculum really works on the 
components of a true reader and takes the focus 
off of memorizing,” she continued. “Self-
confidence at a young age will give them the 
drive they need to succeed in future grades.” 

Kindergarten literacy rates are tracked by 
what’s called Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills (DIBELS) assessments. That’s 
where 27J educators are seeing the increases.

27J was awarded Reading to Ensure Academic 
Development Act (READ) monies three years 
ago. The funds were allocated to improve 
primary literacy. The funds were used to hire 
primary literacy coaches to help support 27J 
teachers in classroom strategies to teach students 
to read; purchase the Superkids programs; and 
align Reading Standards to the best of primary 

RATINGS: from page 1

growth (year-to-year student 
academic progress compared to 
peers with similar achievement 
results) and post-secondary and 
workforce readiness.

The state heavily weighs 
academic growth among the 
performance indicators.

There were numerous success 
stories for individual schools. 
Based on their academic results, 
schools are assigned one of four 
ratings: turnaround, priority 
improvement, improvement and 
performance. Fourteen district 
schools (including the district’s 
five charter schools) received 
the performance rating – the 
highest among the four ratings. 
Four district schools moved out 

of either the improvement rating 
or the priority improvement 
rating. No schools moved down 
to priority improvement or 
turnaround status.

Congratulations to the following 
schools on moving into a higher 
performance category:

•  North Elementary (Priority 
Improvement to Improvement)

•  Vikan Middle School (Priority 
Improvement to Performance

•  Henderson Elementary 
(Improvement to Performance)

•  Second Creek Elementary 
(Improvement to Performance).

North Elementary and 
Vikan’s moves also means they 
are no longer on the Colorado 
Department of Education’s 
accountability clock where schools 
are given five years to improve or 
face potential sanctions. 

As part of the performance 
ratings, school districts can 
receive one of five accreditation 
ratings: accredited with 
distinction, accredited, accredited 
with improvement plan, priority 
improvement or turnaround. 
School District 27J will maintain 
its status of accredited with 
improvement plan. The district 
narrowly missed moving up to the 
status of accredited.

“We’re proud of our schools 
that were able to move up in 
ratings thanks to strong academic 
growth,” Dr. Fiedler said. “The 
work of our staffs at North 
Elementary and Vikan Middle are 
especially encouraging. We know, 
as a district, we’re not where we 
want to be yet but we have a lot to 
celebrate.”

Henderson kindergarten teacher Lynne Craig teaches students about forming words using 
the Superkids curriculum and a game called “Treasure or Trash.” 

literacy instruction.
“With this investment of state tax dollars, 

27J was able to creatively develop a program 
to better serve our young readers,” Pierce 
said. “We were extremely lucky to have these 
READ dollars.”

Literacy coaches work directly with 
teachers on literacy strategies and high quality 
teaching practices to teach students to read. 

“This is about the work teachers are doing 
in their classrooms collaboratively,” added 
27J Literacy Specialist Susan Herll. 

Craig agreed about the importance of the 
collaborative approach. 

“Meeting weekly with a Superkids coach 
enables a teacher to ask questions often to 
better the instruction in their classroom,”  
she said. 

Superkids was rolled out in all 27J 
kindergarten classrooms for the 2015-2016 
school year. It was piloted the year before 
at Northeast, Henderson and Turnberry 
elementary schools. This year, it will 

continue to be used in kindergarten and 
introduced into all first-grade classes. 

School District 27J has been rated as “well 
above” the academic growth rate for school 
districts across the state of Colorado and 
nation. 

Herll sums it up by saying it’s a 
combination of professional development 
for teachers; high quality reading program 
materials and literacy coaches working 
directly with teachers to implement 
classroom teaching strategies. 

“Once we started seeing the results and 
improved reading scores, we saw how this 
was helping students,” Herll said, who has 
also seen literacy rates improve for English-
language learners.

“The results are overwhelming for the 
first year of implementation,” Pierce added. 
“Now, 82 percent of our kindergarten 
students are at or above benchmark, and 
[only] eight percent of our students are 
significantly behind their peers.
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By Tonja Castaneda

The Colorado Supreme Court was in session at an unexpected place this 
fall: Brighton High School. 

Through a program called Courts in the Community, Supreme Court 
justices held court together to hear arguments for two court cases in the 
Brighton High auditorium on Oct. 5. About 700 Brighton High students in 
U.S. history, political science and teen law classes participated in the event 
and watched the court arguments.

“Students, you will see a real glimpse of the Supreme Court as we 
transform your auditorium into a courtroom,” said Rob McCallum, Colorado 
Supreme Court public information officer.

The Courts in the Community program brings court proceedings to schools 
around the state to give high school students first-hand experience in how the 
Colorado Judicial System works. 

“We welcome the Supreme Court and thanks for coming to Brighton High 
School,” said Brighton High Principal John Biner. “We are honored to have 
the court here.”

In attendance were all seven justices who sit on the Supreme Court: Chief 
Justice Nancy Rice, Justice Nathan Coats, Justice Allison Eid, Justice Monica 
Marquez, Justice Brian Boatright, Justice William Hood III and Justice 
Richard Gabriel. 

“I have been on the court since 1998,” said Chief Justice Rice. “What’s 
unique about this program is we hear real cases with real lawyers (in 
schools.) These cases we hear today matter and they do make a difference.”

Justice Hood said, “We always look forward to these Courts in the 
Community sessions.” 

Holding court
Brighton High students get 
a closer look at the justice process

The Supreme Court had to be invited to come to 
Brighton High, so social studies teacher Robert Bishop-
Cotner took the lead and asked the court to visit. 

These were not mock proceedings. The Colorado 
Supreme Court heard two cases under review. 

One case was to review an appeal of a lower court’s 
order to return medical marijuana to a man who was 
acquitted of drug charges.

The Colorado Constitution requires law enforcement to 
return medical marijuana to people acquitted of alleged drug 
crimes but a federal law prohibits distribution of marijuana. 

The second case was to review the ruling of a lower 
court regarding time served for a crime. The person 
in this case asked the Colorado Supreme Court to 
review the case, arguing a trial judge unconstitutionally 
lengthened his prison sentence after his probation was 
revoked. The case argument is about whether this person 
was sentenced twice for the same crime.

“It was an exciting experience,” said BHS junior 
Nicole Farner. “It was amazing that they did this for us 
to show us what court is really like. I learned how the 

Colorado Supreme Court works.”
“To see someone at such a high level come to Brighton 

High School was incredible,” said Kris Alquist, also a 
junior. “It inspires me to maybe go into law.”

Sophomore Samuel Santos said, “I thought it was 
a pretty amazing opportunity to listen to them. It’s 
something you dream about doing.” 

“It was interesting knowing how the Supreme Court 
works but it was difficult at times keeping up with it,” 
said Yaletzi Rodriguez, a senior.

The justices had breakfast with BHS students, staff 
and teachers before setting up court. Students also 
participated in a question-and-answer session with 
attorneys arguing the cases after the court proceedings. 

A luncheon was held with the justices and students 
who are interested in going into legal careers, after the 
two court sessions were finished. 

“You have all been such good hosts at Brighton 
High School,” said Chief Justice Rice. “We have really 
enjoyed it.”

Supreme Court Justice Brian Boatright, left, was one of seven justices to 
bring court cases to Brighton High.

AROUND DISTRICT 27J SCHOOLS
Children’s Hospital Colorado brings asthma program to 
district schools

Children’s Hospital Colorado is offering 
a new program in several district schools 
to help children manage one of the most 
chronic health conditions they struggle 
with during their school day: asthma.

The Step Up Asthma Program is being 
offered at North, Northeast, South and 
Southeast elementary schools during 
the 2016-17 school year. Students who 
have been diagnosed with asthma in the 
participating schools can be enrolled in 
the program for free.

The program will assess participating 
students with asthma throughout the 
school year. 

Students enrolled will go through an 
“Open Airways” six-week long asthma 
education program that discusses topics 
such as triggers for asthma, how to take 
asthma medications, and identifying 
asthma symptoms. This program provides 
about 20 minutes of small group asthma 
education, once each week for six weeks 
during the school day.

The program was introduced into School 
District 27J because the district already 
has a partnership with Children’s Hospital 

Colorado as school health aides are 
supervised by Children’s Hospital nurses. 
Currently, the asthma program is offered 
in 32 schools in Colorado including Aurora, 
Englewood and Denver public schools.

Two new directors join 27J Board of Education
The School District 27J Board of 

Education has appointed two new 
directors following the resignations of two 
directors.

Blaine Nickeson, a Pennock Elementary 
parent and a higher education 
administrator, will represent District 4. 
Nickeson replaces former director Kyle 
Farner, who stepped down to accept 
a teaching position in 27J. Nickeson’s 
appointment is until November 2017 when 
he will have the opportunity to seek a 
four-year term.

Jenn Venerable has been appointed 
to serve District 6. She replaces former 
director Teresa Gallegos, who stepped 
down because she moved out of the 
district area she represents. Venerable is 
the director of Affiliate Relations for Dental 
Lifeline Network, a national humanitarian 
organization founded in Denver.

Her appointment is until November 2017 
when she will be able to seek a two-year term. 

Middle Years IB program comes to Overland Trail 
Overland Trail Middle School in Brighton 

has started the journey to become an 
International Baccalaureate school.

The IB program is an internationally-
recognized program that brings rigor to 
academics and an international piece that 
includes language classes. The program 
has students using inquiry to further 
investigate subjects. The process to 
become an IB school is starting this school 
year and is a two-year transition process. 

According to Overland Trail Middle 
School Principal Eric Lambright, the 
IB program will weave character traits 
into daily units in the classroom. The IB 
learner traits taught to students include: 
how to be a risk taker, being reflective, 
and how to be thinkers, inquirers and 

communicators.
The IB concept includes teaching 

students how to use inquiry and to be a 
life-long learner, and strives for students 
to have a global understanding.

In the coming years, Overland will offer 
classes in a second language which will 
most likely be Spanish.

OTMS teachers and staff received IB 
training prior to the start of the school 
year with nationally-known IB trainer 
Michelle Bowen, who has taught students 
in the IB program for 11 years. Teachers 
at OTMS will continue training in IB 
practices over the next two years.

Overland Trail joins Northeast 
Elementary School as the only two 
IB programs in the district. Northeast 
became an authorized IB school in 2015. 

Community supports students in need
Hundreds of backpacks and school 

supplies like crayons, markers, notebooks 
and rulers were donated by businesses 
and other organizations in the local 
community to start the new school year.

Donations from businesses and 
organizations included Platte Valley 
Medical Center, United Power, La 
Estrellita Mexican Restaurant, Innovative 

Real Estate Group and non-profits, 
A Precious Child, Inc., Volunteers of 
America, Mile High Blaze women’s 
professional football team and Northern 
Hills Church of Brighton.

“Our department and students greatly 
appreciate all the companies and 
individuals who provided us with supplies,” 
said Sallyn Duran, 27J Family Outreach 
Case Manager, who works in the 27J 
Intervention Services office.

Achieve Institute enrolling for 2017-18
Achieve Institute, School District 27J’s 

targeted gifted and talented program, is 
now enrolling for the next school year.

Achieve began in 2016 at Pennock 
Elementary and gives students a 
curriculum that meets their needs as 
a gifted and talented learner with the 
structure and amenities of a larger school. 
Applications are now being accepted 
for K-5 gifted and talented learners. The 
program will also expand next year to 
Vikan Middle School with a sixth-grade 
level and applications are also being 
accepted for middle school gifted and 
talented learners. Find details and an 
application at www.sd27j.org/gifted. 
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Students welcomed  
in new schools

Estudiantes son bienvenidos 
en escuelas nuevas

Prairie View High’s Jennifer Cifuentes presents freshmen with recognition certificates for attendance, 
behavior and academic achievements.
Jennifer Cifuentes, subdirectora de la preparatoria Prairie View, les entrega un certificado de  
reconocimiento por asistencia, comportamiento y logros académicos a estudiantes de noveno grado.

Sixth-graders at Vikan Middle School participate in orientation with Assistant Principal Sam Ortega.
Estudiantes de 6to grado participan en la orientación con el subdirector, Sam Ortega, de la  
secundaria Vikan.

Vikan Middle School WEB leaders participate in a training session 
prior to school starting.
Los líderes WEB de la secundaria Vikan participan en una sesión de 
entrenamiento antes de comenzar sus clases.

Vikan WEB leaders serve as positive role models and mentors, helping sixth- and seventh-graders have an easier transition to middle school. 
Los líderes WEB sirven como ejemplos positivos a seguir y como tutores, ayudando a los estudiantes de 6to y 7mo grado a tener una  
transición fácil hacia la secundaria.

By Meaghan Casey

The transition to middle school or high school 
can often be a challenging one. Students are 
navigating new environments and expectations. 
They’re being presented with more rigorous 
coursework and they’re leaving their comfort 
zones, jumping right back to the position of 
underclassmen — or the new kids on the block. 

But School District 27J is committed to making 
the changeover as seamless as possible. There 
has been a concerted effort to roll out programs 
specifically aimed at helping sixth-graders and 
ninth-graders in their transitions. 

“We’re seeing the results — that students 
are feeling more connected and cared for,” said 
Director of Student Achievement Will Pierce. 
“When you look at effective schools, there’s a 
focus on the relationships between students and 
other students, between students and their own 
learning and between students and teachers. We’re 
trying to foster all of those.”

At Vikan Middle School, the process starts well 
in advance, when incoming sixth-grade students 
and their families are invited to the school for a 

spring orientation and tour of the school. Principal 
Trina Norris-Buck says Vikan has amped up its 
efforts in recent years by training eighth-graders 
to become mentors and positive role models 
called WEB leaders. WEB, which stands for 
“Where Everybody Belongs,” provides structure 
for sixth- and seventh-graders to receive support 
and guidance from eighth-graders who have 
already been through the challenges that middle 
school poses. WEB leaders are on hand during 
orientation, and they also spend the day before 
the first day of school with them as a practice run, 
helping them to open their lockers and figure out 
their schedules and classrooms.

“It’s important for them to get a sense of what 
the day looks like, from someone who’s been in 
their shoes,” said Norris-Buck. “We want middle 
school to be exciting, not scary. At this age, 
especially, they want to feel a sense of belonging.” 

At Prairie View High School, members of 
the Class of 2020 have been the benefactors of 
a new program focusing on their attendance, 
behavior and course performance. Jennifer Abeyta 
Cifuentes, ninth-grade administrator and dean of 

students, 
says that 
counselors meet 
weekly to review 
student data and will 
intervene when necessary. 

“We try to keep the freshmen 
aware of their standings,” she said. 
“There’s an app for them to check 
their grades and attendance and another 
reminder app for homework assignments. 
Parents get notifications about attendance. 
We’ve also rolled out a recognition program 
to encourage students to keep up the good 
work.” 

Cifuentes says that they have already seen 
a decrease in absences, suspensions and 
failing grades. 

To better bridge the gap between the grade 
levels, Prairie View High staff and students 
also participate in drop-ins at the middle school, 
starting in November. “It’s ultimately about 
getting to know the kids as early as we can, and 
for them to get to know us,” said Cifuentes.

Por  
Meaghan 

Casey

La transición 
de secundaria 

a preparatoria 
a menudo puede 

ser compleja. Los 
estudiantes están 

navegando nuevos 
entornos y expectativas. 

Están siendo presentados 
con estudios más rigurosos 

y están saliendo de su zona de 
comodidad, saltando de nuevo 

a la posición de estudiantes 
de primer año — o los nuevos 

estudiantes en la escuela. 
Pero el Distrito Escolar 27J está 

comprometido a hacer el cambio lo 
más fácil posible. Ha habido esfuerzos 

concentrados en poner en marcha programas 
específicamente orientado para ayudar a 

estudiantes de 6to y 9no grado en sus transiciones. 
“Estamos viendo los resultados — los estudiantes 

están sintiéndose más conectados y atendidos”, dijo 
el Director de Logro Estudiantil Will Pierce. “Cuando 
vemos a las escuelas efectivas, hay un enfoque en las 
relaciones entre los estudiantes y sus compañeros de 
clase, entre los estudiantes y sus propias enseñanzas y 
entre los estudiantes y los maestros. Estamos tratando de 
fomentar todas esas relaciones”. 

En la escuela secundaria Vikan, el proceso empieza con 
mucha anticipación. Los estudiantes nuevos de sexto grado 
y sus padres son invitados a la escuela para orientación 
en primavera y hacen un recorrido de la escuela. La 
Directora de Vikan, Trina Norris-Buck dice que Vikan ha 
aumentado sus esfuerzos en años recientes para entrenar 
a los estudiantes de octavo grado a ser tutores y ejemplos 
positivos a seguir llamados líderes WEB (Where Everyone 
Belongs). WEB, que significa Donde Todos Pertenecen, 
provee una estructura a los estudiantes de sexto y séptimo 
grado para recibir ayuda y dirección de parte de los 
estudiantes de octavo grado los cuales han pasado por 
los retos que posee la secundaria. Los líderes WEB están 
a la mano durante la orientación, y también pasan el día 
antes del primer día de clases con ellos como práctica, 
ayudándoles a abrir su casillero y con su horario de clase y 
a encontrar sus salones de clases. 

“Es importante que ellos tengan una idea de cómo 
es que se ve un día de clases por medio de alguien que 

ha estado en su misma situación”, dijo Norris-Buck. 
“Queremos que la secundaria sea emocionante y no 
atemorizante. A esta edad, especialmente, ellos quieren 
tener un sentido de pertenencia”.

En la escuela preparatoria Prairie View, los miembros 
de la clase 2020 han sido los benefactores de un programa 
nuevo que se enfoca en su asistencia, comportamiento 
y desempeño escolar. Jennifer Abeyta Cifuentes, 
administradora del noveno grado y prefecta estudiantil, dice 
que los consejeros se reúnen semanalmente para evaluar 
información estudiantil e intervenir cuando sea necesario. 

“Tratamos de mantener a los estudiantes en primer 
año de preparatoria conscientes de su clasificación”, 
dijo. “Existe una aplicación para que ellos revisen 
sus calificaciones y asistencia y otra aplicación para 
recordatorios de tareas y asignaturas. Los padres de 
familia reciben notificaciones acerca de la asistencia. 
También hemos hecho un programa de reconocimiento 
para animar a los estudiantes a seguir haciendo un buen 
trabajo”. Cifuentes dice que ya han visto una reducción 
en ausencias, suspensiones y calificaciones reprobatorias. 

Para superar la brecha en los diferentes grados, el personal 
y los estudiantes de la preparatoria Prairie View participan 
siendo intermediarios en las secundarias, empezando en 
noviembre. “Se trata de conocer a los estudiantes tan pronto 
sea posible y para que ellos nos conozcan”, dijo Cifuentes.

Prairie View High School cheerleaders welcome incoming freshmen 
and their parents during a boot camp for the new students.
Las porristas de la preparatoria Prairie View dan la bienvenida a padres 
de familia durante la ceremonia para los estudiantes de noveno grado.


