
This Colorado school starts early and follows students through

college, extending the traditional K-12 reach of public schools

in this high-poverty, high-minority community
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possibility of a college and graduate
degree), and a variety of industry cre-
dentials and certifications.

That this innovative approach is hap-
pening in a high-poverty, high-minority,
and high second-language district is a
testament to the power of innovation
and commitment.

Engaging every student

Vista Peak includes a traditional acade-
mic curriculum as well as advanced use
of instructional technology and learning
opportunities that extend beyond the
traditional school day. Every student
maintains digital portfolios that include
personal and academic work samples
and a variety of forms of evidence
reflecting their progress in learning. 

Every student chooses one of four
pathways: science, technology, engineer-
ing, math (STEM); health sciences; busi-
ness administration; or art and design.
Students are permitted to change path-
ways and customize their work to pursue

O ne of the more popular
sports in education is the blame game. 

■ College teachers bemoan the
inadequate preparation of high school
students.

■ High school teachers note with
dismay that some of their students who
are failing ninth grade were on the mid-
dle school honor roll.

■ Middle school teachers repeat the
process with elementary colleagues.

But what if a school district made a
commitment that extended from before
elementary school to beyond college?
What if a community took responsibility
for student success from prekinder-
garten through college and beyond? 

That vision is a reality in Colorado’s
Aurora Public Schools. 

Beyond the diploma

Aurora’s board and leadership team,
including Superintendent John Barry,
Chief Academic Officer William Stuart,
and P-20 campus leaders Rich Patterson
and Marisol Enriquez, created a model
that has important implications for sys-
tem-level leaders. 

The Vista Peak Campus (http://vista
peak.aurorak12.org) is designed to cre-
ate career and education opportunities
for every student. This campus does not
merely produce students with a high
school diploma. Every student earns a
diploma, college credits (including the

additional interests. The success of these
engagement strategies is revealed in an
attendance rate that is significantly high-
er than that of other schools with similar

student populations.

From labels to evidence

Although the curriculum is
very challenging, Vista
Peak does not provide tra-
ditional “honors” classes.
Rather, the designation of
“honors” level achieve-
ment depends on the actu-
al evidence provided by
the student.

In a traditional “hon-
ors” class, two students
can have quite different

levels of performance, but both receive
“honors” credit for passing the course.
At Vista Peak, by contrast, the designa-
tion of academic honors is not the result
of a decision made by students and
teachers when a student is admitted.
Instead it is based on what students and
teachers do during the class. Thus the
term “honors” gains credibility and
meaning and the door to credit is open
to all students. 

In many traditional programs, hon-
ors is just another form of tracking, with
students in a diverse student body seg-
regated the moment that they enter the
schoolhouse door. At Vista Peak, hon-
ors classes and the college access asso-
ciated with them are available to every
student, including those whose previ-
ous educational experiences may not fit
the profile for admission to academical-
ly advanced course work. 

College on campus

Vista Peak has established partnerships
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with several higher education institu-
tions, including Denver University, the
Community College of Aurora, Regis
University, the University of Colorado at
Denver, and Metro State College.

Regis University, for example, brings
professors to the Vista Peak campus to
meet with staff members, audit profes-
sional transcripts, and identify the cred-
its to get a master’s degree. A professor
at the University of Colorado at Denver
is establishing a prototype lab for stu-
dents, showing the work of a scientist
engaged in cutting-edge research.

Starting early

While the finish line for Vista Peak stu-
dents includes college and career suc-
cess, the starting point is prekinder-
garten. This commitment to early child-
hood education has revealed some
inequities that Aurora’s leadership and
policymakers are confronting. For
example, in Colorado, pre-k teachers are

typically classified, not certified, earning
much less, but doing the same academic
work as kindergarten teachers.

A quality pre-k program has a strong
impact on achievement that endures for
many years, and it is an essential part of
Vista Peak’s strategy. In fact, the com-
mitment to early childhood learning at
Visa begins even earlier than pre-k, with
its Parent University program inviting
prospective parents to attend before
their first child is born. 

Visionary leadership

The innovative spirit, drive, and com-
mitment of the faculty and leadership at
Vista Peak would not be possible with-
out the support of the board and the
district leadership team. Aurora’s top
leaders have demonstrated a willing-
ness to take risks, notice mistakes, and
make midcourse corrections. 

As it gains experience with the P-20
model, the leadership team is allowing

more fluid movement among career
pathways. Its rigorous commitment to
weekly data analysis and regular forma-
tive assessment reveals that it must
improve performance in student litera-
cy, particularly as it strives to meet the
needs of a growing number of second-
language students. 

The basis on which Vista Peak can
become an international model for P-20
education is not because it is perfect,
but because the leadership is willing to
both publicly confront challenges and
celebrate successes.   ■

Douglas B. Reeves (dreeves@leadand 
learn.com) is an author and founder of The
Leadership and Learning Center, which
provides professional development ser-
vices, research, and solutions for educators
and school leaders who serve students
from prekindergarten through college.
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