021512   Monfort to become a K-6 school; Bella Romero K-8
February, 15 2012
By Sherrie Peif
speif@greeleytribune.com

Cris Ortiz took a deep breath as one by one, Greeley-Evans School District 6 Board of Education members responded favorably to the idea of converting one of its elementary schools to a K-8.

Ortiz can now stop looking for a new place to send her children to school. 

“It’s very comforting,” Ortiz said. “It’s a big thing for me. I was in the process of finding a private school to send them to because I wanted to keep them in the same building.” 

Ortiz and her children were at the board’s regular meeting Monday to support Principal Jon Cooney’s request to change Bella Romero Elementary School in east Greeley to a kindergarten through sixth grade school for the 2012-13 school year. The plan, which was approved 5-0, also calls for the school to add one grade a year after that until it houses kindergarten through eighth grade. 

“Well, you know I’m not a supporter of K-8s,” board member Logan Richardson — a big supporter of K-8s — said jokingly to Cooney and Terry Zubler, director of elementary school leadership for District 6 during their presentation. “To be honest, I feel bad for kids that can’t get into your building. Having an adult get to know you as a kid is a big deal and having an adult check up on you from knowing you in third grade is a big deal in middle school.”

Board member Scott Rankin was absent, and member Brett Reese resigned Feb. 1. 

Romero is not alone in the changes coming to elementary schools next year. Monfort Elementary will also be converted to a K-6. However, there are no plans to increase it to a K-8 because of space limitations, although board members told Zubler to research over the next year to see what it would take to do so. 

“The issue of middle school is one we have talked about for a long, long time,” board member Judy Kron said. “What to do with middle schoolers is always a question. The materials you presented this evening have made this idea of expanding to a K-8 much easier. I hope we look at our future schools and what we really need long range. What we are going to do with that age group? Research says these are better models.”

Many recent studies say that keeping students in the same school with the same teachers until high school improves academic success, behavior and reduces drop-out rates. A K-8 model removes the transition from one teacher all day in fifth grade to several teachers a day and being the youngest in the school at a tumultuous age. 

“Transitions are disruptive to 11- and 12-year-olds changing schools,” Zubler said. “It has negative impacts with drops in math and language arts scores that can last into the 10th grade. And students with dropbacks have attendance behavior and academic problems.”

Cooney said it’s time to stop blaming everyone for student failure and do something about it. 

“Our vision is not a paragraph, not a page, but a statement that every student will graduate high school,” Cooney said. “Our first graduating class from Romero graduated last year. Unfortunately only 54 percent of that class earned a diploma. It is great for those who graduated, but 54 percent is not our vision; 46 percent did not.

“Some blame the middle schools. I taught in middle schools, and those teachers worked very hard and cared very much for their students,” Cooney said. “Some blame the high schools. I taught in high schools, and those teachers worked very hard and cared very much for their students. Some blame the students and parents. I don’t care who’s at fault. 

“We come to you tonight to take responsibility. We don’t say they’ll make it if the family does x, y or z or if their middle school performs a miracle but that they will all make it.” 

The change to Monfort will also be positive, Zubler said. Students will enter middle school in the seventh grade, skipping that year of being youngest and adjusting to multiple classes and teachers. 

Alexsys Ortiz, a fifth grader at Romero, was excited about the changes and the knowledge she will now be at Romero until high school. 

“It is a great school,” she said. “And I will always be a part of that family. They have given me more encouragement there than anyone ever has.” 
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