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CALL TO ACTION

Over the past several years, Denver Public Schools has sharpened its focus to make closing opportunity gaps

and preparing all students for productive and fulfilling post-high school lives its top priorities. The district’s

Denver Plan 2020, its aspirational vision of a DPS graduate, along with other reports, manifestos, and

slogans leave little doubt about the district’s desired direction.  For example, take this vision statement

from the Denver Plan 2020 section on closing opportunity gaps:

Our vision for every DPS classroom is that every child in each classroom has a joyful, rigorous and

Personalized Learning experience. We want to ensure all our classrooms are ones where children develop

a love of learning, where they are challenged by rigorous content and high expectations, and where

learning is personalized to meet their individual needs.

Those are lovely words, and admirable aspirations. Unfortunately, they are also so far removed from current

reality in most Denver classrooms as to be almost out of sight.

 

In our five years of work inside the district, the staff of the Imaginarium has helped bring to life the district’s

lofty goals and visions. But we have succeeded in doing so in far too few schools and classrooms to have any

lasting impact. As our innovation lab phases out of existence, and as the district begins to craft its strategic

plan for the next 10 years, we want to reflect back on what we have learned about why this work is so difficult,

and why transforming a school district from the inside may well be impossible.

But most important, we want to issue this call to action: DPS must demonstrate the courage to act upon what

it knows is right.  DPS must, in Socrates’ words, endeavor to be as it desires to appear. 

 

The disconnect between the district’s goals and visions and reality on the ground isn’t caused by ill intent or

incompetence. It’s the entirely predictable result of the perverse incentives that drive public education across

the country. DPS is rightly known as one of the most innovative, forward-thinking school districts in the

country, and its progress over the past decade has indeed been heartening. But our gains will always be

incremental, and our excuse-making more prominent than our progress, unless we muster the collective

courage to say:

 

Enough! Enough of top-down mandates from federal, state, and district bureaucracies that ensure that

mediocrity rules the day. Enough meek compliance with regulations that fly directly in the face of what we

know to be best practice.

 

Enough of making excuses for the institutional racism and cultural incompetence that hold our students back,

and leave the ranks of educators of color far too small.

"I WATCH WHAT I DO TO SEE WHAT I REALLY BELIEVE". - SISTER HELEN PREJEAN
"THE WAY TO GAIN A GOOD REPUTATION IS TO ENDEAVOR TO BE WHAT YOU DESIRE TO APPEAR". -SOCRATES
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Enough turning meaningful ideas into meaningless buzzwords. Personalized learning, whole-child education,

equity, and innovation are real, meaty concepts that have the power to transform education as we know it. But

when they’re watered down, ingested and regurgitated as pabulum by a system that seeks to make everything

bland and inoffensive, then we end up where we are today.

 

As W. Edwards Deming once said: “Your system is perfectly designed to give the results you’re getting.” We can

only conclude that the time is now for a radical redesign.

When the Imaginarium launched in 2014 as Denver Public Schools’ in-house innovation laboratory, we set a

vision and mission from which we’ve never wavered. We envisioned public education that is radically reinvented

by the communities it serves, is equitable in all its practices, and empowers all learners to thrive in their chosen

path. Our mission from day one was to stimulate and support innovation across Denver, to transform learning

and public education systems.

 

Now, as the Imaginarium closes its doors, we feel it is important to share the lessons we have learned. While we

are proud of the impact we have had on some schools and classrooms, we also recognize that we fell far short of

our vision.

 

While we don’t claim that our own work was flawless, our experience has taught us that the major barrier to a

real transformation of public education lies in the deeply ingrained inequities that permeate our society, and, by

extension, school districts, schools, and classrooms. Until we recognize the prevalence of these inequities and

take determined, at times painful steps to eradicate them, we will not make much progress.   

 

We won’t successfully tackle these inequities without courageous, inspirational, and selfless senior district

leadership. While current leadership is well-intentioned, we await evidence that it will push the required level of

transformative change. As the two quotations at the front of this report suggest, we believe that too often there

is a fundamental disconnect between the lofty, aspirational language in DPS documents (e.g. Denver Plan 2020, 

INTRODUCTION

Vision of a DPS Graduate) and the realities on the ground educators face every day. Until we close the gap

between rhetoric and reality, fundamental change will remain a distant dream.

During our five years of work as DPS’ innovation laboratory, we focused on promoting approaches that would

eradicate inequities. We concluded that most effective innovation would be transforming classrooms into places

where students have real agency. Students can only take control of their own learning if they work in an

environment where adults understand and respect their unique backgrounds, gifts, and challenges, thereby

enabling them to work in their own style, at their own pace, toward their own goals.

https://www.dpsk12.org/denverplan/
http://flexibility.dpsk12.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Vision-of-student-and-classroom.pdf
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To get to equity you have to allow student agency. 

To get to agency, you have to implement Personalized Learning. Personalized Learning leads directly to

agency.

To get to Personalized Learning, you have to change the measurement system. High-stakes standardized

tests instill fear and anxiety, which leads to a narrowing of the curriculum, leaving little room for

personalization. 

To change the measurement system, a district must have the kind of bold leadership that pushes the

boundaries of state and federal mandates on testing and accountability.

But for such radical change to succeed, it has to be taken one step at a time. Working backwards, here are the

steps we believe DPS must take to become a place where equity is more than one of many buzzwords:

Each of these steps will be elaborated upon later in this report.
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The education system in Denver (and the rest of the country) is not designed to work for everyone. The Bailey

report  on the experiences of African American students and educators in DPS speaks volumes on this topic.

The report points to a lack of qualified, diverse, culturally competent teachers; a paucity of African American

role models; and disproportionate discipline – suspension and expulsions -- targeting African American

students. The same is true for Latinx children, who comprise the largest share by far of DPS students.

There is generally a lack of culturally-relevant curriculum and pedagogy. As The Opportunity Myth, a recent

report from TNTP lays bare, what we know students need -- especially low-income kids of color -- and what

we give them stand in stark contrast to one another. The report’s conclusion is worth quoting at length:

The opportunity myth promises that success in school is the first step on the path to success in life, but the

system we’ve built undermines that promise at every turn. That system reinforces the flip side of the

opportunity myth, too: the pernicious assumption that if students fail, it’s because they didn’t take the

chance they’d been offered. It is the result of their abilities, their race, their socioeconomic background, or

their choices. For those of us working in school systems, the opportunity myth makes life comfortable. It

allows us to operate in good faith to help kids succeed, while accepting the false belief that for many of

them, there’s nothing more we can do.

Our research lays that all bare. It shows that while many students do have barriers to overcome to succeed

in school, some of the biggest barriers are created by decisions very much within our control: whether

students get the opportunity to work on grade-appropriate assignments, or are systematically assigned

work that is appropriate for kids several years younger; whether they have teachers who ask them to find

the answers to challenging problems, or who think it’s acceptable to assign them the task of copying

answers; whether adults ask students and parents about their goals, or assume that because they’re Latinx

or Black or don’t have a lot of money, college is probably unrealistic.

Study the charts below for a moment and DPS’ equity challenge becomes obvious.

FRAMING: INEQUITIES IN DPS

2

2 Bailey, Sharon.  An Examination of Student and Educator Experiences in Denver Public Schools Through the Voices of African-American Teachers and Administrators,  A

Qualitative Research Study

https://celt.dpsk12.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/52/Dr.-Bailey-Report-FULL-2.pdf
https://tntp.org/assets/documents/TNTP_The-Opportunity-Myth_Web.pdf
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Student performance on the Colorado Measures of Academic Success (CMAS) standardized tests on math and

English Language Arts (ELA) illustrates how far behind our African American and Latinx students are, compared

to their white peers (source: DPS database). Add to this the fact that students of color, low-income students,

students with disabilities, and English Language Learners experience harsher disciplinary procedures (such as

suspension) at rates that far outpace those of their white peers, and a picture of overall systemic inequity

emerges.

The charts above show the same CMAS data from 2015 - 2018, with trendlines added to show the projections for

different groups of students at current growth rates. As the charts illustrate, if existing trends persist it will be

decades if not centuries before the district’s vision -- “Every student succeeds” -- is realized. The district’s

white children are on a trajectory toward 100 percent ‘success’ (as measured by state standardized test scores)

in the foreseeable future. But students of color, low-income children, students with disabilities, and English

Language Learners -- who comprise the majority of DPS students -- will never approach 100 percent proficiency

unless something fundamental changes. Doing more of what we have been doing will not work; innovation is

the means to transforming the system so that it works for everyone.

 

Currently, the opportunity to innovate is regarded as a reward for already “high”-performing schools. Lower

performing schools tend to be constrained by test-score pressures and by strict district oversight; they are

essentially prevented from innovating. The schools that need to change the most have the least freedom to

take the risks associated with trying new approaches. We believe this has to change.

THE NEED FOR INNOVATION
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Students who attend schools with limited autonomy experience an equity gap. They have fewer opportunities

to explore their passions, understand their identities, even to learn from mistakes because an inordinate

amount of their class time is dedicated to drilling on tested subjects. The Imaginarium Design Challenge

winner the Friendship School helps students to “tackle ideas that we generally do not give them.” This includes

helping children to “learn their voice and make better, informed decisions" as well as to “develop deeper

relationships with the individuals they are with.” Students also learn important life skills often not taught in

school, such as budgeting, identity, forming friendships, collaborating, and handling anger and adversity.

The staff at the Center for Talent Development elementary school is walking the talk. They recognize the

inherent inequity in how students are identified as gifted and talented across not only DPS, but in school

districts across the country and they are doing something about it.

CTD has broadened the definition of gifted and talented beyond pure academics to include arts, athletics,

languages, and leadership.  The school also aims to mitigate the inherent cultural biases and inequities in

traditional gifted identification instruments by including teacher recommendations and a range of other tests

to help identify gifted students and students with high potential. Other schools could do this, because gifted

and talented instruction is, at its essence, faithful implementation of best instructional practices. All kids

should benefit from such instruction and curriculum, not just those identified as gifted and talented, who tend

to be disproportionately white and middle-class. 

 

In expanding the criteria for identifying gifted and talented students, and by incorporating GT practices into all

classrooms, CTD is following the research of Joseph S. Renzulli, who laid out a compelling argument in a 2005

paper published in the journal Theory into Practice. Renzulli wrote:

The Achilles heel of gifted education has been its inability to adequately include children who do not fall into

the nice, neat stereotype of good test takers and lesson learners — ethnic minorities, underachievers, children

who live in poverty, and young people who show their potential in nontraditional ways… The application of

gifted program know-how into general education is supported by a wide variety of research on human

abilities...This research clearly and unequivocally provides a justification for much broader conceptions of

talent development. These conceptions argue against the restrictive student selection practices that guided

identification procedures in the past.

What better way to demonstrate a commitment to equity than to provide the best possible education to all

children; an education that typically has been offered almost exclusively to elites? 

WHAT EQUITY LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE

https://imaginarium.dpsk12.org/impactreport/community-innovator-update-the-friendship-school
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The data we present are sobering. While DPS has implemented some system-level innovations (e.g. adopting a

portfolio model of school governance), there is scant evidence that those changes are producing innovation at

the classroom level. In fact, some of our most autonomous schools embody our most traditional instruction.

Although autonomy is necessary for innovation, it alone will not produce meaningful innovation that translates

into the equitable results our students deserve, our community demands, and our broader society requires.

 

The situation, however, is far from hopeless. While we have a long way to go, and daunting obstacles block our

path, we believe that with determination we can remove those obstacles. Then the way forward becomes clear.

Simply stated, DPS must begin innovating where it matters most: inside classrooms. All innovations should be

aligned so that they point to increased student agency. Where there is true student agency, equity follows.

Ultimately, to the greatest extent possible, students must be free to pursue their passions and drive their own

learning, with educators acting as facilitators of that learning, rather than the keepers of all knowledge. 

 

These are the kinds of innovations the Imaginarium has pushed, as aggressively as possible within the

constraints of a large, recalcitrant bureaucracy. What follows are four key learnings we have extracted from our

experience. If a truly equitable learning environment is what moves us toward the district vision of every

student succeeding, then our learnings will, we hope, provide a road map for how to get there.

The Imaginarium defines learner agency as the learner’s ability, due to both internal capacity and external

circumstances, to influence and ultimately direct his or her own learning. In her book Culturally Responsive

Teaching & The Brain, Zaretta Hammond uses the term independent learners to describe this same concept. She

writes that independent learners improve their metacognitive skills and are better able to direct their learning.

These skills are transferable to adulthood and the 21st century workplace.

In Denver, as in most districts across the country, however, schools that encourage independent learning are

rare. “School practices that emphasize lecture and rote memorization are part of what Martin Haberman (1991)

calls a “pedagogy of poverty” that sets students up to leave high school with outdated skills and shallow

knowledge,” Hammond writes. “The reality is they (students of color, English learners, and poor students)

struggle because we don’t offer them sufficient opportunities in the classroom to develop the cognitive skills

and habits of mind that would prepare them to take on more advanced academic tasks. That’s the achievement

gap in action.”

OUR SOLUTION: 
MEANINGFUL, DEEP INNOVATION LEADING TO STUDENT AGENCY

KEY LEARNING 1:
EQUITY GROWS OUT OF LEARNER AGENCY

3

3 Hammond, Z., & Jackson, Y. (2015). Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain: Promoting Authentic Engagement and Rigor Among Culturally and Linguistically Diverse

Students.

https://crtandthebrain.com/
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DPS is not preparing its school leaders to push for student-driven learning and other meaningful innovations.

Instead, the district has invested millions of dollars sending building leaders to the Relay Graduate School of

Education program. A 2016 study by the National Education Policy Center found that:

Relay contributes to the inequitable distribution of professionally prepared teachers and to the

stratification of schools according to the social class and racial composition of the student body. [Relay

prepares] teachers to use highly controlling pedagogical and classroom management techniques that are

primarily used in schools serving students of color whose communities are severely impacted by poverty.

Meanwhile, students in more economically advantaged areas have greater access to professionally trained

teachers, less punitive and controlling management practices and broader and richer curricula and

teaching practices. The teaching and management practices learned by the teachers in these two

independent programs are based on a restricted definition of teaching and learning and would not be

acceptable in more economically advantaged communities.”

A different approach is possible, and, in fact, we have a strong example of learner agency in action across our

eastern border in Aurora:  William Smith High School. The student body is diverse: 83 percent students of color,

and 33 percent English language learners. William Smith consistently boasts a graduation rate of more than 90

percent; last year it was 95 percent. Students at William Smith stay with the same small cohort of fellow

students throughout their four years of high school. This intimate environment allows teachers to know their

students well, and build an environment in which students feel free to set goals and pursue their passions.

Pullout:  McMeen Elementary Kindergarten Teacher Justine McWhorter gave each student job responsibilities

to deepen the sense of community in the classroom and found that her most reserved students came alive

when given the opportunity to lead. Her biggest challenge was getting others to believe that Kindergarteners

can co-teach and help run the classroom.

Personalized Learning focuses on developing students’ abilities to advocate for themselves and what they

believe in. This involves developing a strong sense of identity based on their own unique culture;

understanding and appreciating their own gifts and challenges; and learning how to access, engage with, and

share information. 

 

If our goal is for every student to succeed -- which is, after all, DPS’ vision -- and to create independent learners

who have agency, then Personalized Learning is the pedagogical means to that end. A 2018 case study of the

Imaginarium’s Personalized Learning efforts summed it up well:

KEY LEARNING 2:
PERSONALIZED LEARNING DEVELOPS LEARNER AGENCY

https://greaterparkhill.org/2015/09/dps-embraces-relay-training/
https://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/teacher-education
https://imaginarium.dpsk12.org/report/cosmopolitan-classroom-kindergarteners-co-teach-and-take-charge-of-the-classroom
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Classrooms that are personalized are culturally responsive as they meet the needs of every student. They

recognize the unique culture, background, experience, skills, interests, strengths, and challenges that

each student brings to the classroom. Further, they honor that individuality by creating a learning

environment in which students have choices in what and how they learn, are encouraged to express their

voice, and grow into self-directed, intrinsically motivated, and engaged learners.

How can an educator create a classroom environment where Personalized Learning predominates? Our

Personalized Learning success stories are grounded in four simple tenets:

A student’s education is a journey toward independence and self-efficacy. Personalized learning not only

fosters in students a love of learning but also helps them learn how to learn, equipping them with skills to

be independent learners throughout their lives.

1.    Leaders must build a cohesive, learner-driven culture.

Personalized Learning requires regular opportunities for learners and educators to share their identities

authentically, to challenge each other’s biases, and to co-create norms that foster high expectations of

one another and encourage difficult conversations. In a cohesive culture, learners and teachers

demonstrate social leadership—they initiate necessary but difficult conversations, stand up for their

convictions, and expect ethical participation from others. The learning environment should foster

relationship-building and serve as a safe, caring, and trusting home where everyone feels a sense of

belonging. Students should feel confident that their voices matter and that they have the power to lead

change.

Manual High School provides a good example of how this looks in action. In 2017, a group of students created

Writing the Road to Freedom writing center.

They embedded themselves in classrooms to equip all Manual students with the strong writing skills they need

to become advocates for justice and equity, both in their own lives and the larger community. During their

years at Manual, they used writing to save their school from being shut down in an email campaign, to

fundraise for personal laptops, and to effectively close the digital divide for twenty-five students taking AP

English Language and Composition , and even recorded original poetry and open letters at a local radio station.

2.    Strong relationships drive Personalized Learning

Students everywhere need to feel confident that their teachers know and care about them. Originally

supported by a grant from the Janus-Henderson Foundation and in partnership with the Public Education

and Business Coalition (PEBC), the Imaginarium developed Growth Through Connections, an equity-

focused program that trains teachers to build strong, authentic relationships with their students. 

https://imaginarium.dpsk12.org/impactreport/writing-the-road-to-freedom-impact-report
https://wechoosemanual.wordpress.com/
https://news.kgnu.org/?s=manual+high+school
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Based on the work of Dr. Christopher Emdin, Growth Through Connections highlights the challenges for

DPS’ majority white teachers in crossing cultural divides with their students of color.When teachers

develop trusting relationships with their students, they are able to attend to their social-emotional and

academic needs, and to inspire students to want to reach higher levels of achievement.

During the first year of the program, we found its impact was primarily on teachers, whose eyes were

opened to the hunger their students had for being known by their teachers and for the need to invest time

in building relationships instead of allowing standardized tests to shape all classroom time. PREP

Academy High School Educator and Growth Through Connections participant Ashley Reel stated, “It feels

like family here…it’s hard work because you are so emotionally invested, I think the program makes my

job more meaningful and makes it even better than what I would have imagined.” This year, Growth

Through Connections is starting to pay real dividends in terms of its impact on students. Interviews and

focus groups with students are revealing real gains in students’ trust, engagement, and sense of

belonging in school. Research shows that over time, these factors have a direct impact on academic

success.

At Montclair School of Academics and Enrichment, leadership and staff strengthened student-teacher

connections by mapping relationships between students and staff and 

3.    Metacognitive skill is central to learners’ self-advocacy

Before learners can advocate for themselves and drive their learning, they must have a critical awareness

of how they think and learn, assess their thought processes and adapt to new situations. These

metacognitive skills can be taught even to very young students. Once the habit of metacognition takes

root, learners can identify their cognitive and non-cognitive strengths and challenges; name and pursue

their interests and passions; and develop skills in setting, monitoring, and reflecting on their own learning

goals. Learners use feedback to assess their own progress, to evaluate the effectiveness of their learning

strategies, and to set appropriate learning goals. This knowledge and these skills are foundational to the

development of intrinsic motivation and ownership of learning, and to learners making beneficial choices

that will lead to mastery.

A second grade University Park teacher is increasing learner agency by teaching students how to be self-

sufficient through lessons on growth mindset, metacognitive strategies, and what it means to have agency in

and out of the classroom.

more cohesive school community and happier learners through their focus on joy and learners’ individuality.
holding family

4

4 Emdin, Christopher. For White Folks Who Teach in the Hood ... and the Rest of Y'all Too :Reality Pedagogy and Urban Education

meetings to create a

https://imaginarium.dpsk12.org/report/creating-a-community
https://imaginarium.dpsk12.org/report/the-building-blocks-of-success-laying-the-foundations-for-increased-learner-agency-through-mindset-and-metacognition
https://imaginarium.dpsk12.org/report/family-meetings-at-montclair
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4.    Educators view themselves as chief architects of learning opportunities

Learner and teacher roles shift as learners develop their competencies, as they assume greater

responsibility for their learning, and as they pursue specific areas of personal interest. Teachers provide

appropriate resources and scaffolds to support learners on their individual journeys toward self-directed

learning. The role of the teacher is critical in evaluating learner progress and in determining when and

how to give learners greater responsibility for their learning. The teacher's role is to design educational

experiences, help learners make topics personally relevant, and connect them to larger themes across

multiple subjects. This builds student motivation and a sense of purpose, and encourages learners to

think critically. Not coincidentally, these are skills demanded in today’s workplace.

In Kelsey Paulino’s  9th grade physics classroom students take the reins. After introducing a new physics unit,

Paulino asked her students to teach it to their peers.  The result: students mastered the rigorous physics

content, were deeply engaged, and were more empathetic towards their peers.

Simple as these principles are, they are not easy to implement. Nonetheless, as our examples illustrate, equipped

with the belief that all students are creative and capable learners, with the support of their school leader, and the

willingness to take risks, some DPS teachers have made great strides in their journey toward Personalized Learning.

During our five years of service to Denver schools a simple, discouraging fact became glaringly obvious to us:

There is a major disconnect between what DPS measures and what it values. Until the district aligns its metrics

to what its leaders say matters, it will be impossible for schools to make significant, sustainable improvements

to the education it offers its students.

 

But it’s also hard to see how we live into our values or produce the graduates we aspire to develop when so

much of our effort is focused on test-based accountability.

 

Let’s be clear. There is a place for standardized assessments that measure how Denver students — and sub-

groups of students — are performing. Somewhere along the way, however, we lost perspective. We made the

stakes attached to these tests so high that districts including DPS became fixated on their results, and that

fixation crowded out other measures that give a more multi-dimensional view of student progress.

KEY LEARNING 3:
YOU MEASURE WHAT YOU VALUE AND WE ARE MEASURING THE
WRONG THINGS

https://imaginarium.dpsk12.org/report/teaching-to-learn-giving-high-school-students-the-opportunity-to-co-teach
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What we measure today, essentially, is how good our learners are at taking standardized tests, relative to their

peers. That information is of little use to them, to their parents, colleges, or prospective employers. A high

stakes test measures a student at one point in time. A body of evidence, compiled over an extended

period, is much more meaningful, and demonstrates that learning is always a work in progress. 

 

Instruments that can help measure the attributes of a DPS graduate are entirely missing from the district’s

School Performance Framework. It is time to return to measuring what we value. For the past four years, the

Imaginarium has been building a resource bank of instruments, some of which we have had to design

ourselves, to measure constructs and attributes specifically related to the development of agency, as well as

those skills that 21st-century employers are seeking. 

 

We have followed with interest a recent news story about a follow-up study to the Perry Preschool Study, which

established the benefits attending a high-quality, active-learning-based preschool. According to the new study,

these benefits continue to be felt by the children of the original participants. They include being healthier,

earning more, developing better social and emotional skills, being more likely to graduate high school and go

to college, and being less likely to be arrested or incarcerated. In the words of Shankar Vedantam, host of

NPR’s Hidden Brain, “The [Perry Preschool] study was started in the 1960s, when cognitive skills and ability were

seen as the be-all and end-all of a successful life. I think what this study showed is that, in many ways, cognitive

abilities - doing well on a test - is actually not what drives your success in life. It's these non-cognitive skills -

conscientiousness, grit, resilience. These are the things that determine whether people are successful in life.”

 

In the Imaginarium, we have focused our measurement on exactly those soft, or non-cognitive, skills that we

too believe shape a student’s ability to be successful in life. We have investigated how school culture, the

school leader’s mindset, and teachers’ beliefs interact to create an environment that fosters or inhibits the

growth of student agency. We have also measured the impact of Personalized Learning on students, by

developing rubrics, surveys, and interview questions to evaluate students’ growth in engagement, intrinsic

motivation, perception of opportunities for exercising choice and expressing their voice, self-efficacy, and

metacognitive skills.

 

 

5 The original Perry Preschool Project, conducted from 1962 – 67, randomly assigned low-income children to a treatment program (enrollment in a high-quality preschool

based on the child development theories of Jean Piaget and John Dewey) or no preschool. The benefits to the treatment group included completing more schooling, higher

high school graduation rates, fewer teen pregnancies and out-of-wedlock births, fewer arrests for violent crime, less likelihood of incarceration, and higher earning.

5

6

6 See https://www.npr.org/2019/05/23/726035330/since-the-1960s-researchers-track-perry-preschool-project-participants, accessed on May 27, 2019.
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Our team of research assistants has spent many hours in classrooms observing and interviewing students, to

understand how a sense of agency develops. We have further supported teachers by providing tools and

analytical services to help them measure the impact of their shifts in instructional practice on students’

collaboration, creativity, critical thinking, and communication skills. Although we have had considerable

success in these efforts, there is much work to be done to develop innovative ways to measure the impact of

innovative practices. This work is time and labor-intensive. Alternative forms of assessment are expensive and

resource-intensive. Consequently, there must be a strong, district-level commitment to move beyond the

single-point assessments currently offered by standardized state tests (CMAS) and annual surveys. 

 

Failure to invest in novel ways to track students’ progress is tantamount to pouring new wine into old bottles.

But making so substantial an investment in revamping assessment will require courageous, visionary

leadership. And that takes us to our fourth and final key learning.

KEY LEARNING 4:
BARRIERS TO INNOVATION ARE INSURMOUNTABLE WITHOUT
VISIONARY, COURAGEOUS SENIOR LEADERSHIP.
Many large, public institutions are by their nature conservative, which is to say they tend to establish systems

and procedures to sustain and drive incremental improvement to the status quo. The rigidity of the status quo

is an impediment to innovation and therefore to the ability of the education system to be responsive to the

needs of students as well as the quickly evolving demands of society at large.
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That, in many ways, is where we find ourselves today. Denver has more than 40 innovation schools, but some

are innovative in name only. Leaders of these schools often express frustration at how they feel constrained by

district policies and procedures, which allow them to try new approaches only within narrow confines defined

by layers of bureaucracy. 

 

Before 2015, innovation schools were grouped together under the Office of School Reform and Innovation

(OSRI). There, leaders felt protected from many of the requirements DPS places on more traditional schools,

ranging from hiring to budget to schedule to curriculum. In 2015-16, innovation schools were dispersed into

several networks with more traditionally run district schools, and that sense of protection vanished. Some

schools formed innovation zones like the Luminary Learning Network, overseen by an independent nonprofit

organization. Those schools retained a greater degree of autonomy, but had to advocate vigorously to retain

those freedoms against district pressure to conform.

 

There are many similar examples of innovative leaders pushing cutting-edge practices and struggling to survive

within the system. There is pressure to follow district curriculum with fidelity. That curriculum, which should

be seen as a useful resource or tool, instead becomes a tremendous barrier to innovation. Cookie-cutter

professional development that few educators find useful is a requirement even innovation schools must work

hard to avoid. Bell schedules and bus schedules drive school hours, hampering schools’ ability to meet the

needs of their community.

 

It is true that in some areas, DPS is making progress; for example, in embracing restorative justice rather than

traditional disciplinary practices, and in initiating its teacher-leader program. But these efforts have barely

moved the needle for students. A great deal more needs to happen if the district is to become the type of

learning organization that is agile enough to adapt to changing circumstances.

 

Our challenge is to redefine innovation to distinguish it from cautious, incremental change that can lead only

to modest improvements to our current practices. We believe that to achieve the changes we need, innovation

must include an element of disruption; hence, we propose the following definition: Creating or substantially

changing processes, services, and products to disrupt seemingly static conditions, thereby creating

better and more equitable outcomes for students, educators, and the community. 

 

True innovation must be DPS’ response to the urgent need to serve its students better. Innovation is both a

process and an outcome that may occur along a continuum from adaptation to full-scale disruption. Regardless

of the scope of an innovation, it has these things in common:

It begins with creativity and, when successful, ends in implementation; 

It involves risk and failure;

It can be disseminated and scaled;

It is accompanied by a sense of delight in its ingenuity and surprise that something that now seems so

obvious was not thought of sooner.
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Innovation is not possible unless the people in senior positions understand the art and science of how to

innovate and, perhaps more importantly, how to lead innovation. What actions should visionary, courageous

leaders take to move us toward the innovations we believe drive meaningful change -- Personalized Learning

and student agency -- which lead to equitable outcomes, or to use the district’s phrase, every student

succeeding? 

 

First, senior leaders must themselves advocate for transformational change both inside and outside the

system. Rather than simply pass along meaningless mandates, leaders must be prepared to stand up against

state and federal requirements that may have served students in another era, but that are irrelevant and

potentially harmful to learning in the 21st century. In other words, senior leaders must be the ones to create

the space in which innovation can take place, by removing barriers and running interference for the staff and

students they serve.

 

Second, they must hire strong school leaders and then give them true freedom and true autonomy to set the

vision for their school. Real freedom brings with it psychological safety to take risks, make mistakes, and pivot.

Real freedom requires waivers from many if not most district policies. Real freedom must include allowing

schools to create innovative (alternative) measurement and accountability systems. Real freedom requires

senior leaders who understand and can support a genuine innovation process. 

 

Once school leaders have real freedom, most of them need help innovating. The third responsibility of district

leaders is to ensure that school leaders have the support, materials, and financial resources to pursue their

vision. School-level innovation is hard work, and inherently fragile. More often than not, however, the

strongest innovators get reeled back in or leave the district out of frustration. 

 

Even schools that fully commit to learner agency and Personalized Learning can watch their hard-fought gains

slip away. The Denver School of Innovation and Sustainable Design, a high school launched in 2016, showed

great promise in its first two years, promoting innovative practices centered on giving students ownership of

their learning. “In the first year and to a large extent year two, we had complete autonomy,” said Lisa Simms,

in her second year as DSISD principal. “Because of this we were able to be experimental, and really push the

envelope on learner agency. We had room to fail and constantly iterate, to live what we believed. This year we

have a new instructional superintendent and new district priorities.” Simms continued. “They are starting to

compete with our priorities and way of doing things.” Now, with enrollment down and district support waning,

this once-promising school is struggling to survive.
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When leadership, support, and resources align, extraordinary things can happen for students. One example is

Montclair School of Academics and Enrichment, a school with 76% low-income students and 79% students of

color, and where 22 languages are spoken. Principal Ryan Kockler and Personalized Learning Coach Sarah

Johnson have worked to instill a culture where Personalized Learning is the main focus in classrooms.

Johnson's position, which was funded by additional district money, has been instrumental in the culture shift.

She and Kockler have led a transition, beginning with the 2018-19 school year, to school-wide, classroom-level

Personalized Learning. Thanks to additional resources and dedicated coaching, Montclair is on its way to

becoming a full Personalized Learning school.

 

The key difference between the experiences of Montclair and DSISD lies in district support -- or lack of support

-- for school-driven innovations. When district leadership supports innovations, they have a real chance to

succeed. When the district, whether top-level leadership or mid-level bureaucrats -- stymie innovations, they

are likely to fail.

Speaking to a group of DPS educators, school leaders, and district administrators on May 7, 2019, distinguished

scholar, activist and Columbia University Professor Dr. Christopher Emdin said that we have invested in a

system that we know hasn’t done well for all kids. Presidents Trump, Obama, and George W. Bush have called

education the civil rights issue of our time. Dr. Emdin reiterated this adding, years from now people will ask

you, where were you? What did you do to stop this injustice? “You are betraying your legacy, if you do not do

what is right.”

 

OUR CHALLENGE TO YOU

We need to disrupt our broken system, by starting with

ourselves and our own practices.  We need to act upon

what is right and to be vocal when we see something

that is wrong. But most of all, we need leaders who

demonstrate the courage to say Enough! to top-down

mandates, mediocrity, and compliance.

 

The time for bold innovation and the radical redesign

of our system is now.

7 See https://nnpa.org/essa/trump-calls-education-civil-rights-issue-

of-our-time-pushes-choice/, accessed May 26, 2019.
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