
 
 

Innovation School Zones with Alternative Governance (SB22-197) 

Thank you, Madam Chair & members of the Committee. My name is Larry Blackshear and I’m a Policy 

Analyst with Colorado Succeeds. We are a nonprofit, nonpartisan coalition of business leaders dedicated 

to improving our state’s public education system. On behalf of our board of directors, I stand before you 

today a professional staff member of Succeeds and a former student of Denver & Aurora Public Schools, 

to testify in support of SB22-197. I greatly appreciate the leadership of Senators Coleman and Hansen on 

this important issue. 

Since adopted in 2008, the Colorado model of innovation school zones has been one that has generated 

enormous traction from educators and community members alike. The state has over 100 innovation 

schools in rural, urban, and suburban settings; and 10 innovation zones. Today, Denver Public Schools 

maintains 52 innovation schools and has one of the most robust models in the country. Be it enacted, 

SB197 would ensure the Innovation Schools Act continues to serve the best interest of our students, 

their families, and the educators who voted to form innovation zone schools. 

Colorado Succeeds has partnered with 9News over the last five years through the Succeeds Prize to 

honor and celebrate the best of public education by awarding prize money in a variety of categories. In 

2020, I’m proud to say the Beacon network, a high-performing innovation zone and the zone one of my 

former institutions, was the recipient of the Transformational Impact in a Middle School Award.  

As many in the room know, The Beacon Network serves students in Southwest Denver as part of an 

Innovation Zone. They focus on personalized learning and encourage the development of various 

competencies through built-in enrichment programs, offering over 50 different courses each quarter, 

from arts and culture to STEM. Their Innovation Zone status allows them to take advantage of 

flexibilities like school-based budgeting, staffing, and scheduling, to best meet the needs of students.  

As a former student of The Beacon Network, it brings me great honor to advocate on behalf of our 

innovation zone to you today. I attended Grant Beacon Middle School during the 2011-2012 school year, 

when our school was plagued by highly ineffective teachers, fighting and disciplinary issues, significant 

gang problems, and low student test scores that did not meet expectations for the state’s School 

Performance Framework. The following year, Grant Beacon Middle School officially achieved innovation 

status and reentered the rank of green, or “meets expectations” on the state accountability clock.  

The history of why these schools sought out innovation status is important. After years of low 

performance, Grant Beacon Middle School explored the option of becoming an innovation school. The 

status enabled a tremendous school leader, Alex Magaña, to design an intentional model to focus on 

turnaround, and operate with autonomy while remaining a member of the traditional district.  

Beacon schools today proudly boast top ratings through the Denver Public Schools annual performance 

framework. Previously, Grant and Kepner were some of the lowest-performing middle schools in the 

district, resulting in declining enrollment and a negative downward spiral.  Under the innovation plan, 

each school experienced rapid growth and immediate and sustained academic and behavioral 

improvements among students at all learning levels.  

https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb22-197


In addition to the zone’s impressive turnaround work, as an innovation zone, the Network has greater 

flexibility to offer extensive Enrichment Programs to students. Students have a class period during the 

regular school day where every student at the middle schools has the choice of more than 50 different 

enrichment classes each quarter. These classes allow students to explore their skills and passions, 

discover new talents, and to leave school well-positioned to thrive and be successful in high school.  

Enrichment Classes are taught by Beacon Network teachers and community partners who bring in 

learning opportunities not offered to students during their electives. There is no cost to the families or 

students. Innovation status makes it easier for the schools to offer these opportunities.  

Our board believes in the value of having as many high-quality public-school options possible for 

students. Innovation schools and zones are options that Coloradans should be proud of and we support 

the expansion of these options because of the impact on students. But, any statute needs updating. The 

Innovation Schools Act was passed in 2008. We have learned a number of lessons over the course of 

nearly 15 years of implementation and believe some of those learnings are contained in this important 

legislation.  

I ask for your yes vote and I’m happy to answer any questions.  

 


