
School
Board
Case

Studies
 Laramie, Wyoming



The Institute for a Competitive Workforce (ICW) is the nonprofit, nonpartisan,  
501(c)(3) affiliate of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. ICW promotes the rigorous 
educational standards and effective job training systems needed to preserve the strength 
of America’s greatest economic resource, its workforce.

The National Chamber Foundation, a nonprofit affiliate of the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce, is dedicated to identifying and fostering public debate on emerging critical 
issues. We provide business and government leaders with insight and resources to address 
tomorrow’s challenges.

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce is the world’s largest business federation representing 
the interests of more than three million businesses of all sizes, sectors, and regions, as 
well as state and local chambers and industry associations. 

© Institute For a Competitive Workforce, May 2012
“U.S. CHAMBER” and “U.S. CHAMBER OF COMMERCE” are registered trademarks of the Chamber of Commerce of the United States of America.
© National Chamber Foundation, May 2012



1

Wyoming school districts have enjoyed increases in 

per pupil resources in recent years due to a series of 

judicial orders for more state education spending and 

the strength of the state’s mineral-based economy. But 

those investments have failed to yield clear improvements 

in student outcomes, leading state officials to call for 

enhanced accountability measures and tighter regulations 

on how districts spend their funds. Laramie County School 

District #1 (LCSD1), Wyoming’s largest district, exemplifies 

the dynamics playing out across the state. LCSD1 needs 

to demonstrate improved performance while serving an 

increasingly diverse student population and addressing a 

facilities crunch brought on by growing enrollment and a 

statewide mandate to reduce class size. Recent actions 

of the LCSD1 school board, including the decision to grant 

conditional approval to the district’s first charter school, 

show how external accountability pressures can impact 

performance-oriented reform. 

LCSD1 serves more than 13,000 students in the Cheyenne 

metro area. Although the district remains predominantly 

white, the number of Hispanic students has risen steadily in 

recent years—to roughly 20% in 2010–11. Forty-two percent 

of the district’s students are poor enough to qualify for a 

subsidized lunch, up from 34% in 2005–06. The district’s 

performance on state math and reading tests, which has 

fallen modestly since 2007, lags just slightly behind that 

of the state as a whole. These average results, however, 

conceal sizable gaps in proficiency rates between Hispanic 

and white students and between those who are eligible for 

subsidized lunch. Moreover, while on-time graduation rates 

have ticked up to 77% in the past three years, an alarming 

share of the district’s graduates need remediation upon 

entering local community colleges.

LCSD1 is governed by a seven-member board of trustees, 

elected at large to staggered four-year terms in nonpartisan 

elections held on the same Tuesday as state and federal 

contests. This arrangement produces higher voter turnout 

than is often the case in off-cycle school board elections. 

Nonetheless, a substantial share of those going to the polls 

choose not to vote for school board candidates or not to 

vote for a full slate. As in much of the United States, school 

board elections in LCSD1 typically involve minimal campaign 

spending and generate limited media coverage. 

For many years, the LCSD1 board lacked a sense of urgency 

about improving student achievement, but there are signs 

that this is changing. In the most recent LCSD1 election, 

held in November 2010, 12 candidates vied for four open 

board seats. Surprisingly, given the benefits of incumbency 

in nonpartisan elections, one veteran trustee was replaced 

and another received the fewest votes of any winning 

candidate. The incumbent with the most support was Henry 

Bailey, a local attorney who acknowledged in a campaign 

interview that the district was performing at a “C-minus” 

level and that “it may be broken.” Bailey emphasized the 

need to improve student achievement and called for the 

establishment of a “trendsetting charter school” in Laramie. 

The Wyoming Tribune-Eagle, which had endorsed Bailey, 

interpreted the election results as a mandate for change, 

noting that the defeated incumbent had “been part of the 

defend-the-status-quo majority, and it appears voters want 

something more.”  

At a Glance 
School Board Members—7

Represents—7 at large

Number of Students—13,170

Number of Schools—34
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In the past, the district’s efforts to deliver “something 

more” had centered on using litigation to generate 

additional state resources. LCSD1 was a leading member 

of a coalition of Wyoming districts that, between 1992 and 

2008, repeatedly alleged that the state’s school finance 

system violated its constitutional obligation to provide 

adequate funding for public education. These efforts proved 

notably successful, yielding rulings requiring that the state 

determine how much funding districts need to provide an 

education that is “visionary and unsurpassed” and even 

obligating the state to assume responsibility for all school 

construction expenses. By the time the Wyoming Supreme 

Court terminated its jurisdiction over the case, a series of 

court rulings had produced a remarkable transformation 

in Wyoming’s school finance system. After adjusting for 

regional cost differences, Wyoming now spends more per 

pupil than any other state in the country.  

To the frustration of state officials, however, any gains in 

student achievement in Wyoming have been modest at 

best. Under the state’s court-sanctioned funding model, 

district funding levels are based on calculations of the cost 

of specific resources that experts believe will enable them 

to deliver adequate education. But districts receive these 

funds as a block grant and are not required to spend them 

for the purposes built into the funding model. With student 

achievement flat, evidence that districts are choosing to 

spend in other ways has led to calls for tighter regulation 

and increased accountability.

In response, the Wyoming Legislature passed several 

ambitious pieces of education legislation during its 2011 

session. These included a new accountability law requiring 

the Wyoming Department of Education to intervene in 

persistently underperforming schools; a law requiring that 

teacher evaluations be based on measures of student 

achievement growth; and a law limiting class size to 

16 students in grades K-3. Gov. Dave Freudenthal, who 

supported the legislation, cited LCSD1 as an example of why 

class size limits were needed, noting that the district had 

77% more administrators and 140% more administrative 

staff than recommended by the funding formula, but 101 

fewer teachers than recommended.  

LCSD1 Superintendent Mark J. Stock, when interviewing 

for his position in April 2010, said, “We have to learn how 

to be accountable and not run from it or hide from it.” A 

longtime proponent of using technology to communicate 

with the public, Stock maintains a blog, The Supe’s On, 

which attempts to keep parents and other stakeholders 

informed about the district’s priorities and performance. 

With the support of the school board, he is developing 

new internal accountability metrics for the district and its 

schools, emphasizing measures of student achievement 

growth. He has also worked to increase the rigor of the 

district’s curriculum to align with the Common Core State 

Standards, which Wyoming is slated to adopt in 2013–2014, 

and launched a system of school audits to ensure that 

expectations are consistent across LCSD1.  

At the same time, the new class size mandate threatens 

to distract from the district’s ability to pursue this agenda. 

The district is far from compliance, with average class 

sizes exceeding 20 students in relevant grades. Elementary 

school enrollments are projected to increase rapidly in 

the coming years, so complying would require either 

the construction of new elementary schools or a radical 

overhaul of school grade configurations. The district is 

awaiting guidance from the Wyoming Department of 

Education on the process for requesting a waiver from the 

mandate, which the law makes available to districts with 

“positive student achievement.”

Perhaps the most telling indication of a new perspective 

in LCSD1 is the board’s unanimous vote in September 

2011 to grant conditional approval to Laramie’s first 

charter school. The board had rejected multiple charter 

applications over the past decade, often on the grounds 

Laramie Case Study



3
that they were duplicative of programs already present in 

the district. The latest proposal came from the operators of 

the Ricardo Flores Magnon Charter School, a well-regarded 

K–8 school in Colorado focused on providing a rigorous 

curriculum for at-risk students, in particular non-native 

English speakers. In recommending that the board approve 

the application, Stock said, “They are sufficiently different 

than what we offer that they truly could be an opportunity 

or a choice for a parent.”

Although trustee Brian Farmer calls it “a misconception that 

this district is against charter schools,” charter advocates 

saw the decision to green-light the project as a welcome 

change. They also worry that the board will use its authority 

to delimit the autonomy afforded to the charter schools 

it authorizes, keeping the school from serving as a true 

source of innovation and competition. These negotiations, 

which are ongoing, will reveal the extent to which the 

district has truly embraced the charter concept.

It is already clear that the growing pressure on Wyoming 

districts to demonstrate results is having consequences 

in LCSD1. In March 2011, Superintendent Stock took 

responsibility for the challenges that the district’s students 

would experience in adjusting to the expectations of its new 

curriculum—but also acknowledged the state’s looming 

presence. “That was from us,” he said, “but it will come 

from the Legislature eventually.” With more than 17% of 

Wyoming students enrolled in LCSD1 schools, the district’s 

ability to respond to that pressure with improved student 

performance is pivotal to the state’s educational future.
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