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òWe must be willing to do more than talk.  We all must be willing to change.  Education 

reform isnõt a table around which we talk.  Itõs a moving train and we all need to get on 

board.ó 

- Arne Duncan, US Secretary of Education 

LETTER FROM THE SUPERINTENDENT|  

Dear DPS Community: 

This is an absolutely critical time for our schools and our city. The 2005 Denver Plan started to change the 

conversation in our community about our schools, and it has been the blueprint for the progress weõve seen 

over the past four years. 

Despite our progress, however, we must face the sobering fact that we are failing the civil rights challenge of 

our generation:  to ensure that all of our students, regardless of ethnicity or income status, are graduating 

from our high schools prepared for college or career. Now is time to accelerate our reforms, to sharpen the 

focus on student achievement, and to get all of our childrenñin every neighborhood of Denverñon track to 

walk across the commencement stage armed with everything they need to forge a great future for themselves. 

The momentum is there, and we need to capitalize on it now. 

This is a plan to do just that. It has an intense focus on the work in our classrooms.  Teaching is our societyõs 
noblest profession, requiring enormous skill, passion, creativity, and commitment.  Nothing is more important to 
the future of our children than our teachers.  Effective teaching is the one thing proven to truly move the 
achievement needle ð to close our achievement gaps and give every one of our students a real chance to 
succeed.  As President Obama has stressed:   

òFrom the moment students enter a school, the most important factor in their success is not 
the color of their skin or the income of their parents, it's the person standing at the front 
of the classroom.ó  

This plan also recognizes the three critical strategies we must pursue to enable our teachersõ work in the 

classroom: retaining, rewarding and recruiting great people; strong family and community engagement; and 

strategic management of financial resources. 

But those strategiesñimportant as they areñwill not fully succeed if we do not continue and deepen our 

conversations around fundamentally changing the culture and structure of public education. We need that 

dialogue to center on high expectations, excellent customer service, and systems of empowerment and 

responsibility. 

We must acknowledge that our culture historically has not been one consistently defined by high expectations, 

service, empowerment, and responsibility.  This is partly the result of the fact that our district, like school 
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districts across the country, has operated for generations as a monopoly and has suffered from a monopolyõs 

resistance to fundamental change, a lack of urgency, and a priority on internal stakeholders at the expense of 

our students and families.    

This must change.  It is long past time to reorganize our system on new principles.  We need to create a 

system and a culture that places the interests of our students unequivocally first, that presumes the best of our 

professionals, that empowers them, and that focuses above all else on our student performance.  We must 

move away from the conflicts of the past that pitted adults within our schools against one another and turn our 

attention to focus solely on the needs of our children.  We must embrace our shared mission of dramatically 

improving student achievement and serving our families. For the sake of our childrenõs and our cityõs future, 

together, weõre UP to the challenge. I look forward to sharing our vision with you and welcome your feedback 

on this plan. 

  

Sincerely, 

 

Tom Boasberg 

Superintendent  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY|  

The vision of the Denver Public Schools is clear:  

 

We will lead the nationõs cities in student achievement, high school graduation, college 

preparation, and college matriculation.  Our students will be well prepared for success in 

life, work, civic responsibility, and higher education. 

We will lead the nation. It is the right thing to do for our children.  It is the right thing to do for our city, which 

will achieve its highest potential only when our schools are a thriving, vibrant success story.  This plan, the 

2009 Denver Plan, explains what we will do to achieve this.   

Since launching the 2005 Denver Plan four years ago, thousands more of our students have become proficient 

in reading, writing and math, and DPS has shown more academic growth on state assessments than the rest of 

the state and more than any other major school district in Colorado. Significantly, we have doubled the 

number of high school students who take Advanced Placement (AP) courses or concurrently enroll in college 

programs, reduced our drop-out rate by one-third, and are graduating 200 more seniors than four years 

ago.    

Despite this progress, however, we must face the sobering reality that fewer than 50% of DPS students are 

proficient on the stateõs reading measures; fewer than 40% are proficient in math and writing; we are 

graduating only half of our students from high school; and we suffer, in a district where 80% of our students 

are of color, from a persistent 35 point achievement gap between our African-American and Latino students 

and their Anglo and Asian-American counterparts. The four-year growth confirms that we are on the right 

track, but we must significantly accelerate our rate of improvement and put far more of our students on the 

path to graduation and success in college and careers.      

This is the civil rights challenge of our generation:  providing all students an excellent education, regardless of 

race or economic status, thereby giving them a strong and equal chance to succeed in this democracy.  Our 

school board recognizes that without continuing to reform our system of educating children in Denver, we will 

not succeed.  Thus, the Board developed and adopted a set of core beliefs and commitments to drive our 

work.  We believe:  

Á All students can achieve and graduate, and we can close the achievement gap.  

Á Teaching and learning is the top priority.  

Á Accountability for performance by all adults matters.  

Á Choice, collaboration, and innovation are key to 21st century success.  

Á Engagement of parents, families, and community are essential elements of a quality 
education system. 

The Board also adopted a theory of actionña philosophy about how we will make this progress.  Called 

òPerformance Empowerment,ó the theory of action calls for clearly establishing our instructional program 

(including defined standards, a baseline core curriculum, coordinated professional development, and interim 
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formative assessments) and emphasizes the essential roles of autonomy, empowerment, and innovation to 

reach much higher levels of success. The Board also adopted five-year, measureable goals against which we 

can be held accountable, by ourselves and by you.  The goals require us to dramatically improve student 

achievement, close our existing achievement gaps, improve our high school graduation rates, prepare students 

for post-secondary success and continue to increase the enrollment in Denver Public Schools.  (The specific 

goals are available in Appendix A.)  

This document, the 2009 Denver Plan: Strategic Vision and Action Plan or the 2009 Denver Plan, lays out our 

vision and the plan we are embarking on to achieve the goals.  In large part, this plan is an extension of the 

2005 Denver Plan, carefully building on and leveraging the vastly improved capacity we have built in this 

district, including the alignment of our curriculum to state standards; the introduction of benchmark assessments 

to track progress for every student and school; comprehensive professional development for principals; a 

more transparent and equitable student-based-budgeting formula for distributing resources to schools; and 

the implementation of ProComp, the nationõs most differentiated professional pay system for teachers.  

In order to build upon the 2005 Denver Plan and accelerate our student gains, we must transform the 

conditions of teaching and learning on a district-wide scale so that thoughtful and empowered teachers will 

expertly deliver effective instruction using their knowledge of content as well as their knowledge of studentsõ 

strengths and needs in every classroom in the Denver Public Schools. 

As depicted in the visual below, everything in the 2009 Denver Plan centers on the classroomñthe interaction 

among students, teachers, and content.  This is the instructional core.  We cannot change performance without 

changing the instructional core.  Research is clear that effective teaching is the most important factor in student 

academic success. Great people working for DPS, family and community engagement, and strategically 

managing our financial resources all support the work our teachers and principals do with students in 

classrooms every day.  Surrounding all of this is a culture of high expectations, service, empowerment, and 

responsibility.  These are the major elements of our plan; the visual below illustrates how they support and 

interact with one another.   
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Focus on the Instructional Core|  

As affirmed by our core beliefs, learning and achievement are not determined or limited by race, family 

income, native language, disability, gender, or area of residence.  Instead, learning and achievement are 

outcomes of a healthy and highly functioning instructional core, which is defined by the interactions among 

engaged students, effective teachers, and rigorous content.  Focusing on and improving our instructional core 

will mean that teaching, schools, and systems are well-organized to provide consistent, high-quality instruction 

that engages and challenges all students in acquiring the skills, strategies, understandings, and knowledge 

necessary for the 21st century. To improve student achievement and close the achievement gaps, we will:  

 Create conditions to ensure the effectiveness of our teachers and our principals.  

 Ensure all students have access to rigorous, standards-based curricula and assessments.   

 Provide coordinated and comprehensive systems of support for the whole child.   

 Use data and best practice information to evaluate and continuously improve our instructional 
programs.  

 

Great People to Drive Better Outcomes for Students|  

Talented and committed people are our most important resource in driving improved outcomes for students.  

To ensure we have highly effective teams of teachers and leaders in every school and department who 

successfully support the instructional core, we will:  

 Recruit the best teachers and principals for our schools.   

 Empower and retain effective educators.   

 Create meaningful systems of recognition, opportunities for advancement, and rewards for driving 
student achievement.   

 Recruit, retain, and reward outstanding central office and support staff to support the work of 
teachers and principals in schools.   

 Replace low-performing employees who, despite support, fail to meet expectations.   
 

Deepening Engagement with Families and the Community|  

Families, as well as the larger Denver community, are essential partners in helping our students achieve at 

dramatically higher levels and graduate from high school ready for college or career.  To ensure family and 

community engagement effectively supports the instructional core, we will: 

 Deepen and strengthen parent and family engagement classroom by classroom, school by school.   

 Engage and inform DPS students, families, and the community about DPS strategies and initiatives. 

 Foster dialogue and input from stakeholders to promote civic engagement and ownership of public 
schools.  

 Partner with non-profits, faith communities, philanthropic groups, and others to support Denverõs students 
with streamlined services that are focused on improving student achievement. 

 Leverage partnerships with the City and County of Denver and other governmental agencies. 
 

Strategic Management of Financial Resources|  
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Our districtõs single goal is to dramatically improve student achievement.  Thus, it is essential that our financial 

resources wisely support the instructional core:  students, teachers, and content.  It is also critical that we 

manage our resources to ensure long-term stability and to attract a growing number of students and families 

to DPS.  To do this we will:  

 Ensure fiscal stability by growing our enrollment and keeping costs in line with revenues. 

 Effectively utilize funds to maximize the resources available to schools and classrooms.  

 Align resources with our student achievement goals and establish financial incentives for achieving 
them.   

 Increase transparency so that the public will more easily understand use of funds and alignment of 
resources with goals.  

 Effectively utilize bond resources for facility upgrades and targeted expansion.   
 

A Culture of High Expectations, Service, Empowerment, and 

Responsibility|  

Building and maintaining a culture characterized by high expectations, excellent service, empowerment, and 

responsibility is critical to achieving our goals.  Culture surrounds and permeates our work.  A successful culture 

is in many ways intangible, but its presence is a powerful force for and a necessary element of change.  

Admittedly, this is a significant shift for a culture that remains too focused on compliance.  In order to build 

and maintain a high-performance culture focused on student results, we will:  

 Establish and maintain high expectations for all students and adults in Denver Public Schools.  

 Ensure that our schools and departments provide excellent service to families and students, and that 
the central service organization provides high-quality service to our schools.   

 Strengthen our systems and norms of providing significant empowerment to DPS employees that is 
coupled with responsibility for student results.  

 

We fully believe that aggressive and thoughtful implementation of these strategies will yield significant and 

rapid improvements in student achievement.  That said, this plan is a draft.  We look forward to a robust 

dialogue with the community on these proposed strategies and to incorporating that feedback into the final 

version of our plan later this fall.  We will continue to track our progress carefully and report out on that 

progress to the community. For the goal to rapidly increase achievement ð and opportunities ð for our students 

simply must be realized.   
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CALL TO ACTION|  

òOperating an urban school district in the 21st century based on a century-old 

configuration will result in the failure for too many children.  It is long past time to admit 

this.  As a district and a community, we must gather strength and have the courage to 

make change, knowing that the changes we face are much, much less perilous than the 

status quo.ó 

 

- Denver Public Schools Board of Education, April 2007  

In the fall of 2005, the Denver Public Schools began implementing the Denver Plan, an ambitious set of 

education reform initiatives anchored in three main areas:  highly skilled and empowered teachers, great 

school leaders, and close community collaboration.  The first four years of the Denver Plan have produced 

considerable progress.  In fact, in each of these four years, DPS has shown more academic growth on 

Colorado state assessments than the rest of the state and has demonstrated greater achievement progress 

than any other major school district in the state of Colorado.  Significantly, we also doubled the number of 

high school students who take Advanced Placement (AP) courses or concurrently enroll in college programs, 

reduced our drop-out rate by one-third, and are graduating 200 more seniors than four years ago.  These 

student outcomes confirm we are on the right track.  

 

Denverõs families agree.  Our enrollment in DPS is the highest it has been in over 30 years.  Thanks to 

taxpayersõ approval of funding for the Denver Preschool Program, we increased enrollment in our pre-schools 

from 500 full-day students in 2007-08 to 2,600, in 2009-2010ñ a five-fold increase.  We also increased 

participation in full-day kindergarten from 70% to over 90%.  And, thanks to the extraordinary generosity of 

Tim and Bernie Marquez, we have established the Denver Scholarship Foundation to provide counseling and 

financial assistance to help our graduates apply to and pay for college.     
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The nationõs experts agree that DPS has embarked on a strategic and comprehensive overhaul.  The Council 

of the Great City Schools (a national organization of 67 of the nationõs largest urban school districts) stressed 

in their 2009 evaluation of Denver Public Schools, that our districtõs vision for reform is òone of the most 

promising and comprehensive in the nation.ó  They further noted that òThe architecture of these reforms ð 

instructional, financial, and human capital ð is among the most seamlessly conceived in all of urban education 

in the United States.ó1 

We are grateful for the tremendous dedication and hard work of our students, teachers, school leaders, staff, 

parents, and community members that has put our district on this path of improvement.   

But we are still not close to meeting our goals.  Fewer than 50% of DPS students are proficient on the stateõs 

reading measures, and fewer than 40% are proficient in math and writing.   

 

In a society where failure to graduate from high school condemns young people to a life of second-class 

economic citizenship, our graduation rate hovers around 50%.  Most sobering is that, in a district where 80% 

of our students are of color, there is a persistent 35 point achievement gap between our African-American 

and Latino students and their Anglo and Asian-American counterparts.   

                                                
1 Council of the Great City Schools, Accelerating Achievement in Denver Public Schools:  Report of the Strategic Support Team.  Winter 2008-

09.    
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At the current rate of improvement, students who are not yet born will have graduated from the Denver Public 

Schools before our achievement levels equal those of the state, before we graduate more than 80% of our 

students ready for college or careers, and before we close the achievement gap between our students of 

color and their Anglo classmates.  This rate of improvement is profoundly unacceptable to a school system with 

high expectations for our students and to a community with high expectations of its school system.  

We must accelerate our rate of progress to meaningfully address our achievement gaps, to 

reach our achievement goals, and to meet the civil rights challenge of our generation:  to 

give all our students, regardless of race or economic status, a strong and equal chance to 

succeed.  It is essential that we as a district ð and as a city ð face the reality that we are 

nowhere near where we need to be.   

 

Building a Framework for Success|  

Recognizing this, our Board of Education developed and adopted a set of core beliefs and commitments to 

drive our work based on our sole focus of driving better student outcomes.   

We believe: 

Á All students can achieve and graduate, and we can close the achievement gap.  

Á Teaching and learning is the top priority.  

Á Accountability for performance by all adults matters.  

Á Choice, collaboration, and innovation are key to 21st century success.  

Á Engagement of parents, families, and community are essential elements of a quality 
education system.2   

These core beliefs represent our fundamental values as an organization.  Next, the Board developed and 

adopted our theory of action, which represents what we need to do in order to effect change and realize 

these core values.  The theory of action is essentially our òif, thenó statement:  òif we do our work in this way, 

                                                
2 See Appendix B for a fully defined and annotated set of the districtõs Core Beliefs and Commitments.  
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then we have the highest chances for success.ó  It guides us when setting priorities, making plans and budgets, 

and undertaking new initiatives.   

Denver Public Schoolsõ theory of action calls for the district to establish and ensure quality control of core 

elements of the instructional model including clear standards, a baseline core curriculum, coordinated 

professional development, and interim formative assessments.  Central direction around these elements 1) 

builds upon research-based methods; 2) establishes clear, non-negotiable standards for student success; 3) 

helps provide continuity to students who move from school to school;  4) enables the delivery of high-quality 

and tightly-focused professional development; 5) allows the district to administer common interim assessments 

that guide differentiated classroom instruction and give visibility to schools that are succeeding or struggling; 

and 6) ensures equity for and mastery of rigorous standards by all students across all schools in the district.   

While we believe it is essential to establish these non-negotiables, we are just as intentionally investing 

significant decision-making at the school and department levels.  Success hinges on empowering our talented 

teaching and leadership staff to make decisions about how to teach and how to lead.  While the district will 

ensure all schools and all students have access to rigorous courses rooted in world-class standards, we want a 

system in which all teachers, principals, and staff tap their talent and creativity to design the best ways to 

teach and lead.  

By putting this theory of action into practice the district will go beyond incremental change 

and accelerate gains in academic achievement for all students. 

To measure our progress, the board adopted five-year, measureable goals.  The goals require us to 

dramatically improve student achievement, close our existing achievement gaps, improve our high school 

graduation requirements, and continue to increase the enrollment in Denver Public Schools.  (The specific goals 

and timelines are available in Appendix A.)  As depicted below, School Improvement Plans and department 

performance plans will directly support the five-year goals.  
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Fundamentally Changing Our Approach|  

As the 2005 Denver Plan and the Boardõs 2007 response to the Rocky Mountain News series, "Leaving to 

Learn," makes clear, if we wish to achieve these goals and fundamentally change our student outcomes, we 

need to fundamentally change our approach.  For decades, public school systems in this country have 

provided education to nearly 90% of the students in America, with options available only for those families 

with means to afford them.  School systems have not demonstrated the imperative to change.  DPS has 

suffered from this lack of urgency to change, most clearly evidenced by the nearly 27,000 Denver families 

who choose to enroll their children in non-DPS schools.  We have begun and we must continue embracing 

competition and the challenges of this century.  To do this, we must transform ourselves from a top-down, 

inflexible system that focuses too much on the debates and priorities of adults and too little on the results of 

our students.  

Our sole focus must be on improving student achievement.  

To do this, the center of our work and the center of our strategy must be the instructional core.  As defined by 

education policy expert Richard Elmore, the instructional core is the interactions and relationships among 

students, teachers, and rigorous content.  Further, Elmore describes how the elements interact:  

You canõt alter the skill and knowledge of the teacher when you stay in a low-level 

curriculum.  If you alter the content without changing the skill and knowledge of teachers, 

you are asking teachers to teach to a level that they donõt have the skill and knowledge to 

teach to.  If you do either one of those things without changing the role of the student in 

the instructional process, the likelihood that students will ever take control of their own 

learning is pretty remote.3 

 

Students: Student learning is the goal, and actively engaged students are an essential part of the instructional 

core. Student learning is only possible when our students are challenged and actively engaged. We recognize 

that each one of our students has unique strengths and learning needs and we must differentiate our instruction 

to meet their needs.  We will engage students through rigorous content and meaningful coursework that makes 

clear we have high expectations for them. 
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Teachers:  Study after study has made clear that the only thing proven to close the achievement gap is the 

quality of teaching.3,4  Effective teaching requires enormous skill, dedication, and hard work.  DPS is fortunate 

to have an extremely talented teacher corps to whom we owe our thanks for our progress to date.  This plan 

moves aggressively to develop the skills of our teachers and to ensure that there are highly effective teachers 

in every classroom across the district.  We will support teachers to be the most effective that they can be in 

pursuit of our goals. 

Content: Our aligned system of instruction will use the state standards to ensure that content is rigorous, 

coherent, and engaging.  We will emphasize higher order thinking and problem solving aligned to the revised 

state standards so that our students will be able to compete in the increasingly global workplace of their 

future. 

We believe there are three critical supports necessary to ensure success for our work in the instructional core:   

 First, and most important, is fundamentally changing our policies and practices to do a much better job 
recognizing, retaining, developing, rewarding, and recruiting great people to teach in and lead our 
schools and run our support services.  We also must recognize that we have the responsibility to 
replace low-performing employees who, despite support, fail to meet expectations. 

 Second, we must deepen our engagement and communication with our families and our community.   

 Third, we must manage our financial resources strategically and transparently to support the 
instructional core.   

We further recognize that all of this work occurs within and is impacted by our organizationõs culture.  While 

perhaps more intangible, a high-performing culture is equally essential to our success in changing student 

outcomes.  Thus, we must build and maintain a shared culture of high expectations, high-quality service, 

empowerment, and responsibility for results in all our schools and throughout our central office.     

Traditionally, public school systems have promoted neither empowerment of education professionals nor 

accountability for the academic success of students.  We must promote both, and they must go together.  They 

are two sides of the same coin.  For, as Albert Shanker, the founder of the American Federation of Teachers, 

emphasized: 

The key is that unless there is accountability, we will never get the right system.  As long as 

there are no consequences if kids or adults donõt perform, as long as the discussion is not 

about education and student outcomes, then we are playing a game as to who has the 

power. Whoõs going to feel bad, the teachers or the principal?  Unless you start with a very 

heavy emphasis on accountability, not end with it, youõll never get a system with all the 

other pieces falling into place.5   

We believe Shanker is correct in his emphasis on accountability.  Our long-term success depends upon 

empowering our professionals and ensuring a deep sense of individual and collective responsibility for student 

achievement results.  Presently, however, our system is not organized to create such a sense of empowerment 

                                                
3 Darling-Hammond, Linda, Teacher Quality and Student Achievement: A Review of State Policy Evidence. 

Education Policy Analysis Archives. January 1, 2000. 

4 Brian Rowan, Richard Correnti, and R. J. Miller, òWhat large-scale, survey research tells us about teacher effects on student achievement: 

Insights from the Prospects study of elementary schools.ó Teachers College Record.  2002. 

5 òA Tribute to Al Shanker.ó Pew Forum on Education Reform, special insert in Education Week.  May 14, 1997. 
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or responsibility.  Instead, we have created systems that value and enforce compliance over performance.  

Our incentives do not clearly line up behind the goals of improving student achievement.  Additionally, we 

have developed state laws, district policies, and collective bargaining agreements that presume that our 

faculties must be protected from arbitrary and ineffective principals by one-size-fits-all work rules.     

It is long past time to reorganize our system on new principles:  to discard the one-size-fits-all and top-down 

model that has failed to serve our students and to collaborate with our teachers and the Denver Classroom 

Teachers Association to replace it with a model that empowers our faculty and principals to take up the 

challenge of fulfilling the high expectations they have of themselves and our community has for our students.  

Such a system must focus on results, especially improved student performance, and move away from 

controlling inputs, such as dictating how teachers must use their time or how schools must use their budgets.   

We need to pursue a system and a culture that presumes the best of DPS employees.  We must, in short, move 

away from the conflicts of the past that pitted individuals and groups within the district against one another 

and embrace our common mission to improve student achievement. 

2009 Denver Plan: Strategic Vision and Action Plan|  

In the 2009 Denver Plan:  Strategic Vision and Action Plan we detail our vision and proposed course of action 

for the next three years.  As depicted in the timeline below, the 2009 Denver Plan is an evolution of four 

years of continuous improvement.  In 2005, the Council of the Great City Schools (CGCS) conducted a 

thorough review of our system.  Their recommendations formed the basis of the 2005 Denver Plan.  We 

invited the Council to examine our system again in 2009.  Their report laid the foundation for the Board to 

establish our theory of action and five-year measureable goals.  Building on the Councilõs 2009 

recommendations and our progress to date, this plan explains how we will achieve the five-year goals.   

 

The 2009 Denver Plan will become the basis of individual school improvement plans and central office 

departmental performance plans which, in turn, drive budgets, timelines, and individual performance goals.  

These work plans will operationalize the strategies described in this plan.  We will measure our progress by 

the five-year goals.  
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Launching the 2009 Denver Plan|  

The initial presentation of the draft of the 2009 Denver Plan in September will kick off a six week process to 
gather further employee and public feedback before the plan is finalized and presented to the Board of 
Education in November 2009.  At that time, a timeline for implementation of each initiative will also be 
outlined.  

In the end, this plan is meant to provide a shared vision and commitment to the success of Denverõs children.  
While the 2009 Denver Plan has its roots in the goals of the 2005 Denver Plan, its vision has been informed 
by many:  from the voices of our teachers, principals, parents and community members heard in school faculty 
meetings, principal institutes, public comment sessions at board meetings, to the joint DCTA-district Professional 
Practices Workgroup that worked successfully to make the district eligible for potentially the largest 
philanthropic grant in the history of DPS from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.  We will be seeking 
additional input and asking for support from our students, parents, teachers, principals, central office and 
support staff, and from our community stakeholders before this plan is finalized in November.  We also intend 
to engage all stakeholders throughout the implementation process. 

As you read the plan, here are some guiding questions for you to consider: 

 As you learn about this plan, what matters most to you and why? 

 How do you fit into this plan and what role will you play? 

 Is there anything that is missing or shouldnõt be in the plan and why?   

We look forward to an ongoing, powerful dialogue with our talented employees, dedicated parents, and 

devoted community members on specific strategies.  It is your hard work and commitment to Denverõs children 

that will shape our collective success. To learn about opportunities for employee or community conversations 

about the plan, please visit www.2009DenverPlan.dpsk12.org. 
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FOCUS ON THE INSTRUCTIONAL CORE|  

ALL STUDENTS CAN ACHIEVE AND GRADUATE AND WE CAN CLOSE THE 

ACHIEVEMENT GAP.  

 

We believe that all students can learn at grade level or higher (no excuses), make 

dramatic gains in student achievement, reach their full potential and graduate 

prepared for success in life, work, civic responsibility,  higher education, and 

competition in a global community.  We believe this is true for all students and is not 

determined or limited by race, family income, native language, disability, gender, or 

area of residence. 

- Denver Public Schools, Core Beliefs and Commitments 

Vision|  
Our vision is that all students in the Denver Public Schools will learn at grade level or higher and graduate 

from high school ready for college or career.  That means that all 75,000 students, 50,000 of whom live in 

poverty, 31,000 of whom speak a language other than English in their home, 9,100 of whom have an 

identified education disability, and 8,175 who are identified as gifted and talented, will graduate from high 

school ready for college or career. 

As affirmed by our core beliefs, we believe that learning and achievement are not determined or limited by 

race, family income, native language, disability, gender, or area of residence.  Instead, learning and 

achievement are outcomes of effective teaching, schools, and systems, which are organized to provide 

consistent, high-quality instruction that engages and challenges all students in acquiring the skills, strategies, 

understandings, and knowledge necessary for the 21st century.  It is clear that the jobs of the future will 

require that our students be thinkers and problems solvers.  The students of today will encounter careers and 

contexts which currently do not exist, and they will need to be able to solve complex problems and apply 

their learning to an ever-changing world.    

To ensure success for all students, we must focus on the instructional core, comprised of the interactions and 

relationships among its three major elements: students, teachers, and content.   
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Students, at the heart of our mission, must be approached as they are:  each one unique, with individual 

strengths and needs.  Teachers must be knowledgeable about how to make the content both accessible and 

understandable to students.  Finally, the content must be rigorous and aligned to high standards.  It is the 

interplay of students, teachers, and content that allows learning to occur.  In the absence of and accountability 

to rigorous standards, the instructional core is vacuous and ineffectual.  Effective teaching results from 

increasing the level of knowledge and skills that teachers bring to the instructional process, increasing the level 

and complexity of the content that students are asked to learn, and changing the role of the student from a 

passive recipient of information to an active, engaged learner.6   

Research consistently shows that effective teaching is the single largest factor in student academic success.7 In 

DPS, we are fortunate to have a talented and dedicated teaching staff that both embraces the districtõs core 

beliefs and works hard to ensure student success. To accelerate gains in academic achievement, we will build 

on the momentum established to transform the conditions of teaching and learning on a district-wide scale so 

that thoughtful and empowered teachers will expertly plan for implementation of effective instructional 

strategies using their knowledge of content as well as their knowledge of studentsõ strengths and needs.  These 

accomplished teachers will use their expertise to make informed decisions that ensure all students have the 

appropriate instruction, opportunity, and support they need.  Teachers and school leaders will also identify 

and meet the individual academic and social-emotional learning needs of each and every student so that all 

DPS students reach their full potential and graduate prepared for success in life, work, civic responsibility, 

higher education, and as competitors in a global community. 

In order to foster the appropriate interactions between engaged students, effective teachers, and rigorous 

content, we will pursue the following strategies:  

Strategy 1|  
Create conditions to ensure teacher effectiveness.  This will require us to develop a shared definition 

of effective teaching; do more to support teachers in becoming effective teachers; and develop 

principals to be effective leaders.  We will create a common definition and shared understanding of 

effective teaching. Our definition and understanding of effective teaching will include the impact on 

student learning as measured by achievement data.  Effective teaching will be anchored in a meaningful 

system of evaluation and feedback.  Professional development will be aligned to the standards of 

effective teaching and will be accessed based on individual identified needs. We will focus on 

developing principals to effectively lead their schools and develop their teachers.   

Strategy 2|  
Ensure all students have access to rigorous standards-based curricula and assessments.  We will 

provide rigorous standards-based curricula and assessments that are aligned with the newly adopted 

Colorado state standards.  We will differentiate curricula to meet studentsõ needs, and students will have 

access to appropriate interventions to ensure learning and achievement. 

 

                                                
6  Elizabeth City, Richard Elmore, Sarah Fiarman, and Lee Teitel, Instructional Rounds in Education:  A Network Approach to Improving 

Teaching and Learning.  Harvard Education Press.  2009. 
7  Rowan, Correnti, and Miller; Darling-Hammond.    
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Strategy 3|  
Provide coordinated and comprehensive systems of support for the whole child.  Each student comes 

to school with unique circumstances, strengths, and needs.  We will create support systems for all aspects 

of our learners, including their social-emotional needs, because our students must have their basic needs 

met in order to be fully present as learners.8 

Strategy 4|  
Implement a continuous improvement process informed by data and best practice.  We will build 

curriculum and program evaluation methods, utilizing formative and summative assessments linked to 

standards in order to ensure that we maximize the most effective practices for our student population and 

improve or eliminate the practices that are less effective. We will focus on turnaround strategies in our 

low-performing schools and welcome high-quality new programs and schools. 

We are confident ð through experience, research, and good common sense ð that these strategies will 

ensure rapid increases in student achievement and dramatically decrease our achievement gaps.  

Progress to Date|  
In the first four years of implementing the 2005 Denver Plan, we made great strides in instructional reforms, 

focusing our efforts on increasing coherence, raising expectations, and supporting educators.     

To increase coherence, we:   

 Developed planning and pacing guides with and for principals and teachers based on state 

standards. 

 Developed classroom òLook Forsó and Best Practice documents to develop shared understandings and 

expectations.   

 Selected and provided common core curricula for literacy, mathematics, science, social studies and 

affective education.  

 Aligned textbooks and instructional materials to state standards.  

 Provided professional development for all common curricula. 

 Developed benchmark assessments in mathematics, science, and language arts, and end-of-course 

assessments in the courses required for graduation.  

 Overhauled school improvement planning and accreditation processes so that both are aligned with 

state and federal accountability initiatives and are more tightly focused on driving improvement in 

student achievement.  

 Selected and supported common interventions in literacy, mathematics, and social-emotional 

development. 

 Revised the Student Intervention Teams process to focus more on individualized data and placements.  

 Developed and supported a district-wide approach to Response to Instruction and Intervention (RtI), 

including selecting and training site leaders at all schools. 

 Selected, trained, and supported progress monitoring tools for literacy.  

                                                
8  Abraham H. Maslow, Toward a Psychology of Being. Wiley, John & Sons, Inc. 1999, third edition. (originally published in 1957).  
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 Created and supported principal professional development in literacy and mathematics instruction 

and leadership. 

To raise expectations, we:  

 Instituted rigorous high school graduation requirements. 

 Increased enrollment in Advanced Placement classes 66% over 6 years. 

 Created and supported school-based data teams focused on student performance on formative and 

summative standards-based assessments. 

 Developed and implemented standards-based progress reports and grading standards. 

 Enhanced intervention services and additional supports for struggling students, including the Ninth 

Grade, Sixth Grade, and ELA Academies. 

 Provided school administrators with an Administrator Portal to bring disparate student data and 

school management systems into one web-based access point. 

 Provided parents access to real-time data about their childrenõs academic achievement, attendance, 

course schedule, and behavior incidents through the online tool Infinite Campus.  

 Provided the òEncoreó software system to ensure timely and appropriate IEP development for students 

with disabilities.  

 Improved the quality of special education programming as measured by State Performance Plan 

indicators. 

 Hired a gifted and talented director to develop professional development plans for Gifted and 

Talented teachers, including support for Advanced Learning Plans. 

 Passed new Board Policy for discipline focused on the principles of restorative justice and keeping 

students in school. 

To provide stronger support to DPS educators, we:  

 Provided principals and teachers a single source of access to student performance data and teacher 

tools. 

 Established a principal corps capable of serving as the districtõs vanguard of reform. 

 Invested heavily in training and professional networking for principals 

 Targeted recruiting and outreach to aspiring principals.  

 Focused selection process on instructional leadership. 

 Reorganized area offices into instructional networks and developed teams of instructional leaders to 

oversee our schools. 

 Hired instructional facilitators to support instructional reforms at schools. 

 Transitioned English Language Acquisition coursework for teachers to the University of Colorado at 

Denver. 

 Transitioned from a district-focused professional development calendar to a school-focused 

professional development calendar that offers more job-embedded professional development. 
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This work is achieving results.  DPS scores on state tests have improved in all content areas, and we narrowed 

the gap between DPS achievement and statewide achievement.  We also have begun to narrow the 

achievement gaps that exist between different DPS student groups.  

These accomplishments were achieved in large part because of the high degree of professional and 

community engagement.  The 2005 Denver Plan itself was created by a team of more than 50 DPS educators.  

Work required by the plan, such as developing benchmark assessments or standards-based report cards, was 

accomplished by groups that included educators and community members.  Thus, a deeper professional and 

community understanding of these important tools now exists and is part of our stronger foundation for going 

forward.  This core principle of professional and community involvement will continue to guide our work in 

strengthening instructional reforms.  

Moving Forward: 2010-2013|  
To fulfill the vision that all students achieve at grade level or higher and graduate from high school ready for 

college or career, we will pursue the following strategies. 

Strategy 1:  Create conditions to ensure teacher effectiveness.  This will require us to 

develop a shared definition of effective teaching; do more to support 

teachers in becoming effective teachers; and develop principals to be 

effective leaders 

 Develop a shared definition of effective teaching.  Anchored in a meaningful system of evaluation 

and feedback, we will develop a robust, measurable, and shared definition of effective teaching.  

Standards of effective teaching will include student achievement data and evaluated practice. 

 

 Select appropriate measures for assessing teacher effectiveness.  We will develop a Teacher 

Performance Framework (TPF) based on multiple measures, with student achievement in the center, to 

allow for meaningful differentiation of performance and to drive improvement and practice. 

Measurements will include principal observations and evaluations as well as peer assessments and 

student feedback designed to provide formative feedback.   

 

 Restructure and refocus our professional development to ensure alignment with the Teacher 

Performance Framework and the ability to meet individual teacher needs. We will use the 

definition of effective teaching, as measured by the Teacher Performance Framework, to ensure that 

all professional development is based on student and teacher performance data and designed to 

support teachers in meeting expectations. We will provide targeted assistance to our highest needs 

schools and in our areas of most significant achievement gaps. The targeted assistance coaching will 

provide assistance on specific indicators of effective teaching and will support teachers through co-

planning, co-teaching, modeling, and providing observation feedback in regularly scheduled coaching 

cycles. 
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 Refocus professional development offerings on content knowledge and the best teaching 

approaches to support our diverse learning population. The redesigned professional development 

will adhere to principles of adult learning; will support observable teacher behaviors and student 

outcomes; and will be regularly adjusted to ensure alignment to district achievement goals. 

 Transform the current teacher induction program to one based on moving all new educators to 

effectiveness.   The definition of effective teaching and corresponding TPF will inform a development 

continuum for novice teachers.  To ensure novice teachers can meet the high expectations, new 

teachers will receive intensive, differentiated support early in the year with multiple opportunities for 

coaching and feedback from peers and administrators.  

 Design Teacher Leadership Institutes to leverage effectiveness.  Effective teachers will apply for this 
prestigious program of study which will be designed to provide opportunities for collaboration and 
for sharing and learning teacher leadership skills while informing district reform efforts.  The Institutes 
will enable teachers to take on important leadership work within their buildings without giving up all 
teaching responsibilities. 

 Focus principal professional development.  We must continue to develop our principals as 
instructional leaders and leaders of complex organizations. We will focus professional development in 
critical areas, such as evaluating teachers, conducting feedback loops, coaching on Student Growth 
Objectives (the annual goals teachers set for student achievement in their classrooms), and 
recommending professional development to teachers.  

Strategy 2:  Ensure all students have access to rigorous standards-based curricula and 

assessments 

 Review and revise our curricula, instructional practices, and assessments for alignment with the 
stateõs forthcoming content standards.  We will utilize standards-based materials that are culturally 
reflective of our diverse population and infuse 21st century learning into all content areas, including 
problem solving and technology.  
 

 Increase the availability of Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate, and Concurrent 
Enrollment programs.  We will offer more students advancement opportunities aligned to rigorous, 
internationally recognized standards.  All high schools will create site plans to support increasing 
student involvement in these programs. We will allocate funds to support the purchase of textbooks 
for the expanded enrollment in these courses, and we will pursue funding to offset any costs for these 
programs, such as AP tests, Accuplacer exams, or concurrent enrollment fees.  

 

 Develop new district benchmark assessments.  Update our formative assessments and administer 

them with enough frequency to provide diagnostic information to guide instruction aligned to state 

standards. This will allow schools to better adjust their instruction and interventions at the individual 

student level to ensure that students have the supports they need to meet grade-level standards.  

 



2009 Denver Plan [Draft] 

 

 

Page 22 

 Partner with a third-party research organization experienced in diagnosing and identifying best 

practices to support our English Language Learner (ELL) population.  After reviewing the district 

approach to ELL instruction including the curriculum, resource allocation, and teacher effectiveness, we 

will adopt a district-wide strategic plan to improve service for students presently in ELL-identified 

programs, as well as students who have transitioned out of ELL programs.  ELL support will focus on the 

needs of all language minority students, not only those identified as òin-program ELLs.ó  

 

 Identify Gifted and Talented students using instruments developed for diverse populations and 

develop Advanced Learning Plans (ALPs) for all students identified as Gifted and Talented.  We 

will revise the GT identification process to ensure equity for our diverse population.  ALPs will be 

developed for all GT students and will contain student goals and will provide teaching plans to 

support rigorous individualized instruction for advanced learners.   

Strategy 3:  Provide coordinated and comprehensive system support for the whole child  

 Implement the Response to Instruction and Intervention (RtI) approach to ensure that our 
programs and services meet individual studentsõ learning needs.  RtI emphasizes the need to have 
highly qualified teachers with deep content knowledge and the skills to individualize their instruction to 
meet the needs of diverse learners in their classrooms.  We will use RtI as an aligning framework to 
ensure that all students have access to high-quality teaching; to monitor their progress and intervene 
when the rate of progress is too slow; to serve students in smaller and more intensive settings with 
additional support staff as their needs become more intensive and our responses more specialized; 
and to refer students to the Student Intervention Team.  This team will consider the cultural, linguistic, 
academic, and behavioral needs of the referred student.  Next, the team will decide what 
instructional interventions will meet the needs, monitor student progress, and readjust instruction based 
on data.  Finally, for the few students who are unable to succeed without specialized instruction 
because of an educational disability, a referral for a special education eligibility determination may 
be made. The Teacher and Administrator portals will support educators as they monitor individual 
student progress. 
 

 Expand and strengthen our early childhood and full-day kindergarten programs. Special attention 

will be given to providing a head-start to students so that we can provide an aligned educational 

program from pre-kindergarten to post-secondary success.  Access to quality early childhood 

education (ECE) lays the foundation for future school success and helps to level the playing field for 

the 9,000 children who now benefit from full day ECE and kindergarten.  We will increase 

opportunity for students with disabilities to be included in preschool programs with their non-disabled 

peers.  Additionally, we will increase inclusive opportunities during the course of the school day for 

students with disabilities in center-based kindergarten programs to participate with their non-disabled 

peers.  

 

 Implement the recently adopted discipline policy throughout the district to maximize student time 
in class.  We will utilize developmentally appropriate disciplinary techniques that emphasize a 
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restorative rather than a punitive approach.  We will also aim to keep students in class and learning, 
limiting the amount of time spent outside of class for disciplinary reasons.   
 

 Monitor early warning signs to ensure all students are on track to graduate.  We will create an 

early warning system that monitors attendance, grades, and behavior. The warning system will also 

give schools the information they need to intervene so that students stay in school and have access to 

credit recovery so that they are on track to graduate.9,10 

 

 Support students identified as at-risk of dropping out of school.  We will replicate effective 
strategies across the district with particular emphasis on attendance and credit recovery.  These 
strategies will include pro-active support systems, such as the Attendance Tool Kit to monitor and 
intervene when absences are a concern; and a district-wide software system with courses for credit 
recovery to streamline efforts and economize expenses.  Furthermore, additional teachers and support 
personnel will provide credit recovery services to students who are not òon trackó to graduate.  We 
will also use Positive Behavior Support programs, which establish school-wide expectations for positive 
student behavior.  We will provide resources for a uniform set of interventions available to all schools 
to address our studentsõ diverse social-emotional challenges, including functional behavior assessments 
and behavior intervention plans as well as Restorative Justice and Truancy Mediation projects.11 

 

 Establish alternative schools and programs focused on students who have not experienced 

success in traditional high school settings. These programs will be modeled after local and national 

sites of excellence.  Smaller alternative school settings as well as schools using competency-based 

courses, which award credit from standards-based performance rather than through traditional 

semester and year-long courses, will support alternative education students, providing multiple 

pathways to graduation.  We will use reengagement centers, career academies, competency-based 

diplomas, online course work, and credit recovery in this plan, including:   

1. Creating 4-6 schools targeted at students ages 15-17 who are currently disengaged from 

traditional schools. First school to be opened in Fall 2010; 

2. Partnering with providers such as Aims Community College to offer a competency-based 

diploma for students who are over age and under credit; and 

3. Creating a GED Plus program that allows students who are focused on acquiring a GED to go 

beyond to college and career programs. 

 

 Complete and adopt the DPS Health Agenda 2015.  We will implement a cohesive and prioritized 
set of overall health objectives intended to improve student health and readiness to learn.  The health 
agenda will address eight components of coordinated school health: nutrition, physical activity, direct 

                                                
9  Pamela Buckley and Lana Muraskin, òGraduates of Denver Public Schools:  College Access and Success,ó The Piton Foundation and 

Denver Scholarship Foundation.  April 2009. 

10  Martha Abele Mac Iver, Robert Balfanz, and Vaughan Byrnes, òAdvancing the ôColorado Graduatesõ Agenda:  Understanding the 
Dropout Problem and Mobilizing to Meet the Graduation Challenge,ó The Center for Social Organization of Schools, Johns Hopkins 

University.  June 2009. 

11Sandomierski, T., Kincaid, D., & Algozzine, B., Is School-wide Positive Behavior Support An Evidenced-Based Practice? OSEP Technical 

Assistance Center on Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports. March 2009. 
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health services, mental health services, health promotion to staff, safe and healthy school environment, 
family and community involvement in healthy activities, and health education.12,13 

Strategy 4:  Implement a continuous improvement process 

 Utilize the approach to create the conditions for large scale improvement in student achievement 
across all schools. The Instructional Rounds process is òan explicit practice that is designed to bring 
discussions of instruction directly into the process of school improvement.ó14  Instructional Rounds teams 
will: 

o Describe what they observe in class.  
o Analyze patterns that emerge.  
o Predict the kind of learning they might expect from the teaching they observed.  
o Recommend the next level of work that could help the school better achieve their desired 

goal.   
 

 Evaluate the effectiveness of district education programs, including curricula, professional 
development, and school design structures.  The evaluation process will include an assessment of the 
planning, implementation and sustainability of the initiative; most importantly the effect of the 
initiative on driving student achievement. The results of the evaluations will inform future decision 
making.  
 

 Use student achievement data aligned to grade level, standards-based curriculum from the 
Teacher Portal and Administrator Portal to inform and adjust instructional practice.  Teachers will 
use the Teacher Portal and principals will use the Administrator Portal, one-stop software systems that 
provide access to all student data, including demographic and assessment data, as well as standards-
aligned curriculum and resources for all core content classes.  The Teacher Portal will eliminate the 
need to consult disparate systems for data and teaching tools, reducing the time needed to access 
data and reporting which will in turn, provide teachers the information they need and the time to plan 
for instruction based on these reports of student progress.   

 

 Turnaround Schools. Chronically low performing schools require immediate and dramatic 
interventions to improve teaching and learning. We will identify low performing schools and diagnose 
the gaps in the delivery of quality educational services. Ensuring this quality requires targeted and 
differentiated interventions converging in sustainable transformation. We will utilize the School 
Performance Framework to identify our lowest performing schools in need of intervention.  We will 
apply a thorough diagnostic process to include the analysis of data, staff capacity, resource 
alignment, and community needs to each low-performing school. We will then target the necessary 
interventions for each school based on the SPF and the qualitative diagnostic. 

 

                                                
12  Centers for Disease Control & Prevention, Division of Adolescent & School Health, òHealthy Kids Learn Better: A Coordinated School 

Health Approach- Local Implementation Tool Kit.ó  

13  Association of State & Territorial Health Officials and the Society of State Directors of Health, Physical Education and Recreation, 

òMaking the Connection: Health and Student Achievement,ó presentation.  2002. 

14 City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel 
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 Create new schools to increase student options.  It is essential that we both improve our existing 
schools where the vast majority of our students are enrolled and welcome promising new schools.  New 
schools, whether charter or district, must meet our criteria of having rigorous academic programs with 
successful track records, strong leaders, and demonstrated community support.  We will continue to 
intensify our district leadership training program for aspiring new school leaders and strengthen the 
ability of our Office of School Reform and Innovation to facilitate the opening of new schools and the 
maintenance of high levels of academic quality and organizational stability at our charter schools.  

o We will ensure that all of our schools ð whether district, charter, contract, or innovation -- have 
a level playing field of opportunity, of responsibility, and of accountability.   

Á Opportunity: all our schools should have access to district facilities (including on a co-
located basis in our larger buildings) and equitable per-student funding.   

Á Responsibility:  all our schools must offer access to all our students, regardless of 
socio-economic, disability, or language status; all our schools must contribute 
financially on the same basis for use of district facilities and for district obligations 
such as our pension obligations and district-wide special education funding needs. 

Á Accountability :  all new schools are subject to the same accountability framework (the 
School Performance Framework), including the potential for school closure in the event 
of a failure to demonstrate growth in student achievement.    

 

Collectively, we believe these strategies will rapidly improve and strengthen DPSõ instructional core which, in 

turn, will yield significant and rapid improvements in student achievement.  
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GREAT PEOPLE TO DRIVE BETTER OUTCOMES FOR STUDENTS|  

We must retain and recruit the most effective teachers and principals, and we must 

develop and support them so they are able to implement research-based best practice 

in every classroom and school.  

-- Denver Public Schools, Core Beliefs and Commitments 

Talented and committed people are our most important resource in driving improved outcomes for students.  

We know that the quality of our educators is by far the single most important factor in driving student 

achievement and closing the achievement gap.15  We also recognize that changing the learning and life 

outcomes for children is challenging work that demands both tremendous skill and personal commitment.  To 

significantly improve outcomes for students, we must attract teachers with the drive and potential to succeed; 

support teachers to develop and improve; and bolster them with effective teams of fellow teachers, school 

leaders, and staff who share a commitment to and accountability for student results.      

Through the US Department of Educationõs Race to the Top and other stimulus funding, President Obama and 

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan have challenged states and districts to better align laws, policies, and 

practices to support effective teaching.  Over the past decade, we have worked collaboratively with the 

Denver Classroom Teachersõ Association (DCTA) to develop innovative approaches to transforming teaching 

within DPS, including the implementation of one of the first compensation systems in the nation to recognize 

and reward teachers for their impact on students; the approval of requests from school faculties for more 

flexibility over the use of staff, budget, and time to drive improved student performance; and new staffing 

rules to allow DPS to better compete against neighboring districts by hiring external teachers earlier in the 

staffing cycle.  

This past summer, DPS was recognized for its human resources reform and was one of ten districts nationally 

invited to submit proposals to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to support effective teaching.  To 

respond to the Gates invitation, DPS and DCTA representatives met at length in a joint Professional Practices 

Work Group to identify the ways in which our systems, policies, and practices for retaining, developing, 

recognizing, advancing, and rewarding talented educators must be fundamentally realigned to support 

effective teaching.  

Specifically, the DPS-DCTA Professional Practices Work Group highlighted the importance of: 

 A multiple-measure teacher evaluation and feedback system that meaningfully differentiates 

the performance of teachers.  State law currently requires that we evaluate teachers only on the 

basis of satisfactory or unsatisfactory performance.  Over 98% of our teachers are evaluated 

satisfactory, with little to no recognition or reward for those teachers demonstrating the most 

significant outcomes with students.  Evaluation systems should provide for multiple ratings for 

performance that adequately identify excellence and areas for improvement and growth.     

 
                                                
15 Kati Haycock, Good Teaching Matters ð How Well Qualified Teachers Can Close the Gap, Education Trust.  1998.  
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 A standard that makes the attainment of non-probationary status a meaningful indication of 

effectiveness that is tied to our goals for student achievement.  Under current state law, non-

probationary status (i.e. tenure) is granted automatically if a teacher is renewed after three 

years of service.  As a consequence, the district is often required to make a decision when a 

teacher is no more than 25 years old, to give her a lifetime right of employment or forbid her 

from ever teaching in the district again. 

 

 Frequent and meaningful feedback, coaching and development.  Under the current 

satisfactory/unsatisfactory evaluation system, over 60% of our teachers receive no identified 

areas for growth or improvement and professional development is rarely linked to performance 

standards or individual needs.  Teachers must receive regular feedback and development that 

targets identified, individual needs and is tied to professional standards in order to grow and 

develop. 

 

 Intensive support and development for our new teachers.  Although it is widely recognized that 

new teachers are less effective in their first years in the classroom, new teachers receive little 

support or development.  As noted in the Instructional Core section, new teacher induction must be 

transformed from an exercise in compliance with minimum state statutory requirements to a 

meaningful process that helps teachers develop one of societyõs most difficult and challenging set 

of professional skills.  

 

 Increased rewards and incentives for highly effective educators.  Our compensation system 

fails to provide meaningful enough rewards throughout a teacherõs career and allows for little 

differentiation based on performance.  We offer only minimal incremental compensation for 

teachers taking the most difficult assignments in our most demanding schools.  Our compensation 

systems must provide meaningful rewards for effective teachers throughout their careers and 

increase incentives for teachers who take on the most challenging assignments. 

 

 Systems of mutual consent hiring, particularly in our highest needs schools.  At a time when 

we have over 500 openings for new teachers a year, we continue to forcibly place over 100 non-

probationary teachers a year into schools without the consent of the schoolsõ leadership teams or 

the affected teachers. This process disproportionately affects our highest needs, highest poverty 

schools, which receive the highest numbers of forced placement each year. This system of forced 

placement must be replaced by mutual consent hiring that allows principals and their personnel 

committees to hire those teachers they believe to be most likely to drive improved outcomes for 

students, particularly in our highest poverty and lowest performing schools.   

 

We must be willing to address these fundamental misalignments. To do this, we must re-align our systems 

of recruitment, evaluation, development, advancement, and rewards around a common set of standards 

for effective teaching and leadership and build collaborative school cultures in which teachers, principals, 

and staff share responsibility and accountability for student success.   
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Vision|  
Our vision is to assemble highly effective teams of teachers, principals, and staff in every school and to build 

a culture in which every DPS employee feels responsible for and is accountable for improved student results.  

To achieve this vision, we will:  

Strategy 1|  
Recruit the best teachers and principals for our schools.  To build a highly effective teaching faculty and 

principal corps, DPS must recruit a diverse and talented group of individuals to become teachers and 

principals by ensuring that our sources for aspiring teachers and principals are producing individuals with 

the skills and mindset necessary to be successful at DPS and that DPS is a destination that aspiring 

teachers and principals seek as a place to perfect their craft.   

Strategy 2|  
Empower and retain effective educators.  To retain effective teachers, DPS will transform teaching and 

school leadership from an isolated experience to a collaborative profession with meaningful opportunities 

for professional growth and advancement.  We will better identify our most highly effective educators to 

target them for additional responsibilities in the classroom and to lead other teachers in order to expand 

their impact on students.  Tenure and satisfactory evaluation will represent meaningful indications of 

performance, by setting high standards for teachers that are aligned with our goals for student college 

readiness.   

Strategy 3|  
Create meaningful systems of recognition and rewards for driving student achievement.  DPS will 

continue to create a competitive compensation and incentive structure to support our ability to recruit, 

retain, and promote exceptional educators and employees and reward employees for outstanding 

performance in driving student achievement.   

Strategy 4|  
Recruit, retain, and reward outstanding central office and support staff to support the work of 

teachers and principals in schools.  Teachers and principals in schools will be supported by a network of 

highly skilled staff at the school and central office who shares responsibility and accountability for 

achieving the districtõs goals for student achievement.  We will grow a culture of outstanding customer 

service and establish a clear line-of-sight between the work of each employee and the districtõs student 

achievement goals.   

Strategy 5|  
Replace low-performing employees who, despite support, fail to meet expectations.  Supervisors and 

management will use performance management systems, including the Teacher Performance Framework 

described in the Instructional Core section, the principal evaluation process, and the Employee 

Performance Management Program, to clearly communicate performance expectations and reinforce 

these expectations through regular evaluation and consistent coaching and feedback.  Principals, teachers, 

and staff who fail to meet expectations for performance will be given the opportunity and support to 

succeed fair process.  And there must be fair and efficient processes for replacing employees, who 

despite this support, fail to meet expectations. 
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Progress to Date|  
Over the past four years, we have made significant progress in laying the foundation for this work. 

To increase our ability to recruit the best teachers and principals, we: 

 Worked with DCTA to implement changes to our budget and staffing cycles beginning in 2009 that 

allow DPS to begin hiring external teacher candidates over two months earlier than in prior years. 

 Developed partnerships with alternative providers, such as Teach for America and The New Teacher 

Project to provide additional sources of new teachers and address shortages in hard-to-staff subject 

areas. 

 Created our own programs to prepare teachers and principals: 

o Established the Denver Teacher Residency (DTR), with the assistance of a $3 million gift from 

the Janus Capital Foundation, to support aspiring teachers through a medical residency model, 

which will provide up to 100 new teachers a year.  

o Established the Ritchie Program for Aspiring Principals in 2003 and a Training Program for 

Aspiring Principals of New Schools in 2009 to increase the number of high-quality principal 

candidates. 

o Provided greater ability for DPS to ensure that teachers entering the profession are well 

prepared to be effective in DPS by securing a waiver from state statute to allow DPS to 

approve its own programs to prepare individuals to teach in DPS and license teachers from 

these alternative teacher preparation routes. 

 Raised average starting teacher salaries over 30% from $33,301 in 2004-05 to $43,200 in 2008-

09, the highest in the metro Denver area.  

 Successfully drafted and negotiated legislation merging the DPS Retirement System into the state 

Public Employees Retirement Association (Colorado PERA), thereby allowing full portability of pension 

benefits between Denver and the rest of Colorado. 

 Created a dedicated Department of Human Resource recruiting function to support the recruitment of 

high quality teachers and principals. 

 Hired a Director of Diversity Initiatives to lead development of a comprehensive strategy for 

recruitment and retention of a diverse workforce. 

 Partnered with The New Teacher Project to build the knowledge and skills of principals, school 

personnel committees, and HR partners around best practices in strategic staffing, recruitment, and 

induction of new teachers. (Launched with the 2009-2010 hiring cycle). 

 Implemented new recruitment and retention strategies to reduce substitute vacancies by more than 

half in just two years. 

To expand our ability to empower and retain the most highly effective educators, we: 

 Created the Janus Educational Alliance to improve the induction, mentoring, and professional 

development of teachers. 

 Initiated daily meetings throughout the school year between the Superintendent and Chief Academic 

Officer and the faculty of each school in the district, fostering closer communication between district 

leaders and teachers. 
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 Developed a student growth model and based longitudinal measures of performance on state 

assessments to identify teachers having the most significant impact on students. 

 Aligned ProComp and the principal incentive pay program to growth measures in the School 

Performance Framework to ensure that all teachers and administrators within a school building are 

working towards a common set of goals for student growth.  

 Approved collective requests by school principals and teachers for waivers from district policies, the 

DPS/DCTA collective bargaining agreement, and state statutes to provide more flexibility over 

decisions regarding how to use their staff, allocate their budget, and schedule the school day/year to 

better drive student achievement. 

 Established a team of School Partners in Human Resources to serve as a primary point of contact for 

principals and provide guidance and support to increase the management effectiveness of principals. 

 Initiated teacher evaluations of principals, to inform principal decision-making and target principal 

professional development and growth opportunities. 

To recognize and reward those educators most successful in driving improved student outcomes, we: 

 In partnership with the DCTA, initiated ProComp, a pioneering and nationally recognized 

performance compensation system for teachers designed to link compensation to improved academic 

outcomes for students and provide incentives for serving in our highest poverty schools. 

 Worked with DCTA to make changes to ProComp in 2008 to increase performance-based pay in 

ProComp by more than ten times and more than double incentives for teaching in high-poverty schools 

and difficult to staff positions, such as special education or high school math.   

 Worked with DCTA to provide an average increase in teacher salaries of ProComp teachers of over 

15% in 2008-09, the largest one-year raise in the history of the state. 

 Over the course of four years, increased average teacher salaries by 35.8% compared to an 8% 

increase in the consumer price index during the same period. 

 Secured a $25 million federal Teacher Incentive Fund grant to fund performance-based pay for 

principals based on driving student growth and leading high poverty schools. 

 Fully aligned performance pay for principals with teacher ProComp. 

 Established a teacher survey of principals to provide principals with feedback from their teachers and 

inform principal evaluations. 

To recruit, reward, and retain outstanding central office and support staff, we: 

 Worked with classified unions to provide retirement benefits to hourly staff through the PERA merger. 

 Established a set of monthly performance metrics to measure the effectiveness of each of our central 

office departments.   

 Instituted twice yearly surveys to allow principals to assess the performance of central office support 

functions. 

 Established a dedicated labor relations and operational support team within Human Resources to 

provide targeted support to operational managers.  

 Begun implementation of an Employee Performance Management goal setting and performance 

appraisal process for all salaried central office staff. 
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 Initiated training for employees and managers on customer service and employee performance 

management. 

To expand our ability to replace low-performing employees, who, despite support, fail to meet 

expectations, we: 

 Worked with DCTA to eliminate loopholes in the collective bargaining agreement that allowed 

teachers to avoid remediation and potential dismissal by declaring an òintent to vacateó and 

requesting placement at another school. 

 Participated with DCTA in a national study by The New Teacher Project analyzing obstacles to 

effective evaluation remediation and dismissal of low performing teachers.  The findings have and 

will inform our systems for evaluating teachers and for holding principals accountable for evaluating 

teachers.  The report is available at http://widgeteffect.org/ .    

 Communicated expectations to principals for granting teacher tenure based on rigorous standards for 

student achievement and began establishing culture of shared responsibility among principals for 

addressing teacher performance issues. 

 Provided expanded support to principals on the remediation and dismissal processes. 

 Revised the principal evaluation process and targeted support for areas of improvement.   

 Implemented the Employee Performance Management Program (EPMP) to ensure consistent, 

performance-based evaluation practice for all employees and targeted support for under-

performing employees.  

 

Moving Forward: 2010-2013|  
To build on this foundation and transform the districtõs practices for recruiting, hiring, retaining, supporting, 

and rewarding DPSõ great people, we will pursue the following strategies.   

Strategy 1:  Recruit the best teachers and principals 

 Improve communications and marketing materials to reposition DPS internally and externally as 

an employer-of-choice.  We will launch more proactive recruiting campaigns, targeting talented 

student teachers and professionals.  

o Launch òTeach in Denver,ó a rebranding of the DPS teaching career, to generate interest in 

teaching in DPS.  

o Create and communicate a compelling value proposition for new employees, including the 

competitive compensation potential for high-performing teachers through ProComp. 

o Implement a new recruiting application to support proactive recruitment and cultivation of high 

quality diverse teacher and principal candidates. 
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 Evaluate impact of teacher recruitment channels on student achievement outcomes to ensure that 

DPS is hiring teachers from those teacher preparation routes shown to produce the most effective 

teachers.  We will analyze where we find our most effective teachers, and work to understand the 

elements of those programs that yield success.  Knowing these òkey success factorsó will help us 

improve our in-house professional development, novice teacher training, and Denver Teacher 

Residency training.  It will also allow us to communicate our expectations clearly to other recruitment 

channels.  

o Complete analysis (conducted in partnership with local universities, Teach For America, the 

New Teacher Project, and the Denver Teacher Residency) of student performance and teacher 

evaluation data to assess the effectiveness of our sources of aspiring teachers and use that to 

communicate with major providers of teacher candidates as to how they can better prepare 

teachers to meet the needs of DPS students. 

o Based on this data, work collaboratively with our university and alternate route teacher 

preparation programs to improve their programs.  

o Develop a strategy to identify and actively recruit high-potential student teacher candidates. 

 

 Improve capacity of principals to identify and select high potential new teacher candidates.  

Existing hiring practices and teacher retention policies have resulted in some principals removing 

themselves from carefully evaluating instructional practice.  We will ensure our principals have the 

skill and background to hire and train highly effective teachers.  

o Expand training and support provided to principals on strategic teacher recruitment, selection, 

and induction. 

o Replace forced teacher placement with a system of mutual consent hiring in order to increase 

teacher and principal satisfaction and improve student achievement outcomes. 

 

 Provide increased incentives for effective teachers to serve in the highest needs schools.  To close 

the achievement gap, we must have our most effective teachers working with our neediest students.  

We will provide increased incentives under ProComp for the most effective teachers to serve in 

highest poverty schools; create options for teams of effective teachers to serve in high-poverty schools 

without losing their right to return to their previous positions; and transform our highest needs schools 

into learning laboratories for effective teaching, by providing expanded opportunities for coaching, 

development, and growth. 

 

 Expand strategies for recruiting high-quality teacher and principal candidates who more closely 

reflect the diversity of DPSõ student population.  We will aggressively recruit talented teachers and 

principals who reflect our student population.  We will expand outreach to high potential teacher and 

administrator candidates of color; increase the number of high potential teachers of color prepared 

for teaching in DPS through the Denver Teacher Residency (DTR); and work with other teacher 

preparation channels to increase the number of highly effective candidates of color being prepared 

for teaching in DPS. 
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 Implement an improved principal selection process to incorporate research-based indicators of 

leadership potential and potential to drive improved student outcomes. 

 

Strategy 2:  Empower and retain our most highly effective educators 

 Establish non-probationary status as a meaningful indication of effectiveness by setting a 

performance based bar for non-probationary status that is aligned with goals for college 

readiness.   

o Seek changes to state law that provide for the granting of tenure based on demonstrated 

effectiveness, not just time in position. 

o Develop clearly defined benchmarks, standards, and methodology for granting tenure based 

on student achievement outcomes and research-based indicators of teacher effectiveness. 

o Provide for more flexibility on the time provided to teachers to meet these requirements, by 

eliminating the provision that the decision concerning non-probationary status be made 

automatically after three years. 

o Provide increased compensation and opportunities for advancement for those who meet the 

bar for non-probationary status. 

 

 Improve capacity of principals, instructional leaders, and human resource professionals to 

identify highly effective teachers and target them for development and advancement. 

o As described in the Instructional Core, create a Teacher Performance Framework that 

incorporates multiple measures of effectiveness, including measures of student growth  

o Implement a talent management software solution to effectively track and retrieve data 

regarding effectiveness of individual teachers, including performance evaluation data, 

classroom level achievement data, and history of professional development. 

 

 Provide expanded opportunities for highly effective teachers to capture and disseminate effective 

teaching practices, assume expanded leadership roles, and increase their impact on students. 

o Map career paths and explore alternative school designs that will allow highly effective 

educators to assume expanded roles leading other teachers or to expand their impact in the 

classroom by increasing the number of students they serve with additional support. 

o Implement targeted strategies, including leadership development and mentoring, to increase 

the retention of high-performing teachers and principals of color. 

o Create opportunities for teachers to share best practices in instruction through professional 

learning communities. 

 

 Improve the capacity of principals and leadership teams to establish school cultures of respect 

and shared responsibility and accountability for student outcomes. 
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o Continue to develop principals as instructional leaders of their schools. 

o Expand the autonomy of principals and teachers to make decisions as to how to staff their 

school, use their budget, and structure the school day/year to improve student achievement 

outcomes. 
o Build on the progress over the last three years in principal institutes and network-based 

professional learning communities for principals to develop deeper, more differentiated and 

school-based opportunities for leadership development and idea exchange. 

o Revise principal evaluation to incorporate measures of effectiveness in establishing school 

cultures of shared responsibility and accountability and ensure alignment with district and 

school goals for student achievement and research-based indicators for effective school 

leadership.  

o Provide a robust system of management training and support for school leaders, including 

strategic budget planning, to increase their effectiveness in establishing high-performing 

teams of educators.   

o Implement training and support strategies to promote the development of inclusive and 

culturally sensitive school communities that embrace the diversity of our students and 

employees. 

Strategy 3:  Recognize and reward employees for driving student achievement 

 Continue to build upon and improve ProComp to substantially increase the earning potential for 

those teachers that drive the most significant growth in student achievement. 

 

 Significantly increase the incentives for highly effective teachers to serve in high poverty schools. 

 

 Increase the retention of highly effective early and mid-career teachers.   Currently, an early or 

mid-career teacher is over ten times as likely to leave the district as a late career teacher.   
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Chart 1|  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Data is from the 2005-07 contract years and excludes retirements and dismissals for performance 

 

Our current compensation structure is not well aligned to address this high turnover of early and mid 

career teachers.  Under our present compensation structure a teacher receives over 55% of her total 

career compensation in real dollars in the last decade of her career, and a teacher in her 25th year 

will earn over three times the total annual compensation (salary plus pension benefits) of a teacher in 

her 5th year.  

 

Chart 2 below captures a typical teacherõs total annual compensation in real, inflation-adjusted 

dollars over a thirty-year career. 

Chart 2|  

 
 

 


