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For more than 40 years, Keystone Policy Center has been 
a catalyst empowering leaders to rise above entrenched 
positions to reach common higher ground. From health to 
agriculture and energy to education, Keystone has shaped 
public policy debates at the local, state, and national levels. 
Keystone’s exceptional combination of experience and  
expertise has led to groundbreaking progress when all other 
efforts have failed. By objectively analyzing and advising on 
issues, identifying key leaders and decision-makers, and 
using the framework of a focused collaborative approach, 
Keystone has helped leaders craft public policy solutions 
with significant, lasting impact. Keystone’s unique strategy 
provides a blueprint for policymakers and leaders to  
address today’s most pressing and vexing policy issues 
with shared, action-oriented solutions.
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Introduction 

Students in Colorado and across the nation were impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic in a wide range of ways from mental health to social skill development 
to mastery of academic content. While all of these are critical to long-term 
success, this report will look at progress students have made in academic 
content relative to pre-COVID levels. National data indicates that while some 
progress has been made, many places are still below pre-COVID levels of 
mastery of grade level skills despite massive federal, state and local  
investment in interventions such as high dosage tutoring during this time. 
2024 state test results in Colorado indicate similar trends, though there is 
variation across the state.
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2024 data in Colorado shows slight improvements over 2023 as students continue to recover from the  
impacts of the pandemic. However, proficiency rates still lag 2019 by a slight margin. Regardless of this,  
proficiency rates in both subject still indicate that the majority of Colorado students are not mastering grade 
level content; more than 5 in 10 students are not reading and writing at grade level and over 6 in 10 are not 
doing math at grade level.

CMAS PROFICIENCY OVER TIME
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Additionally, when looking at grade level performance we can see that some grades have seen proficiency 
rates increase from 2019 while others have seen larger declines. Proficiency rates increase for students over 
their elementary school careers, but then decline again in middle school. This suggests a need for focus on 
ensuring students are acquiring higher level literacy skills as grade level standards shift from “learning to 
read” to “reading to learn.” 

CMAS ELA PROFICIENCY 
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 In addition to variations by grade, we see that there is wide variation across student groups and large gaps 
remain between students based on demographic characteristics. The graphics below look at variation by 
household income, but similar gaps also exist by race and language proficiency. 

When looking at literacy performance, there is a gap of over 40 percentage points between students from 
low-income households and their peers from non-low-income households. This gap is larger than it was 
prior to the pandemic, although both groups have proficiency rates below those of 2019. Most importantly, 
more than 7 in 10 students from low-income households are not reading and writing at grade level; more 
than 8 in 10 are not doing math at grade level.

 CMAS ELA PROFICIENCY BY INCOME
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 CMAS MATH PROFICIENCY BY INCOME
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Statewide Proficiency Shifts Since COVID Significant Gaps Continue



As the scatter plots above illustrate, in addition to the relationships with demographics, district performance 
generally varies widely. Overall proficiency rates for CMAS ELA vary from 10% to 76% with a median of  
35%. Similarly, proficiency rates for students qualifying for free and reduced-price lunch vary from 9% to  
71% with a median of 28.4%.

Performance By School Governance Type
In addition to looking at variation amongst districts, looking at different school types can be a useful  
exercise in understanding what is working. Charter schools outperform non-charters in both ELA and math 
in grades 3-8, although by relatively small margins. When looking only at the performance of FRL students 
and Latino students in grades 3-8 charters still outperform non charters. Additionally, these margins are 
higher in ELA than for the overall population and similar in math.
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2024 SUBGROUP PROFICIENCY
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In addition to these gaps when looking at proficiency rates of student subgroups, we can also look at  
district performance and its relationship to district demographics.  As the below visual illustrates there is an 
extremely strong correlation between the percentage of students from low-income households served by 
a district and their proficiency rates.  Additionally, while there are a small number of districts that outperform 
expected performance based on this relationship, there are fewer districts with high percentages of students 
from low-income households that perform higher than expected.

CMAS ELA PROFICIENCY AND FRL POPULATION
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Interestingly, while overall performance was strongly correlated with demographics AND students from 
low-income households have seen the gap between them and their peers widen since the pandemic,  
districts’ recovery to pre-pandemic proficiency levels is not strongly correlated with district demographics.

CMAS ELA PROFICIENCY AND FRL POPULATION
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District Performance Varies WidelyPerformance Continues to be Strongly Correlated with Demographics



This brief focuses on CMAS literacy results but many of the same trends persist in math as well as for high 
school students taking the PSAT and SAT. While some areas have seen recovery to pre-pandemic levels 
many areas still lag 2019 performance. Regardless, overall proficiency rates in Colorado are still low across 
most groups-particularly low-income students of color-suggesting that more must be done to support 
students and communities. This includes learning from schools and districts getting strong results as well 
as being willing to try new things and rigorously study them to determine how to best support students. 
This historical investments in our schools since COVID have not drastically changed outcomes for kids but 
we must continue to work towards that goal.
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Conclusion
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