DPS Evaluates School Remedies

Stern federal turnaround strategies for worst schools weighed
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Math teacher Eliana Moore, left, gives Armando Flynn, 13, some extra attention to help with a lesson in algebra at Lake Middle School in Denver. (THE DENVER POST | Kathryn Scott Osler)



Spanish teacher Fernando Sanchez leads a beginning Spanish class. at Lake Middle School in Denver. (THE DENVER POST | Kathryn Scott Osler)
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Denver Public Schools is the first district in Colorado set to deploy stern academic reforms pushed by a White House education-stimulus program to fix the nation's worst schools.

DPS also is the first to feel the heat.

The district is eyeing federally suggested turnaround strategies that could shut down school programs or remove staff and principals at Greenlee and Philips elementary schools and Lake Middle School. It also is scrutinizing the renewals of three low-performing charter schools: P.S. 1 Charter, Northeast Academy and Skyland Community High School. 

Recommendations will be made Nov. 9. The board will vote Nov. 30 on changes to schools.

Community conflict around the possible changes is high. Parents are asking for more time. School-board candidates have taken up the issue, and a blog has started to track the developments.

"It seems arrogant to substitute someone else's judgment rather than listening to the community," said Janine Vanderburg, who lives in northwest Denver and is pushing for the district not to abandon Lake's International Baccalaureate program. "This would be a huge loss."

Education watchdogs, however, applaud Denver's potential moves and are urging the superintendent not to waver. At a recent meeting of A-Plus Denver, the blue-ribbon panel that advises DPS, former Mayor Federico Peña asked Denver Superintendent Tom Boasberg why only six schools are being considered for turnaround.

"Notwithstanding the angst that we are hearing, what would it take to do 20 schools?" Peña pressed.

Boasberg said the district will be working hard with its other low-performing schools but will be using severe-turnaround strategies at only six.

Part of accreditation process
More schools around the state will be seeing changes in the coming years. Colorado's legislature last session made turnaround strategies part of the state's annual accreditation process.

And the state is expecting about $40 million in federal dollars over three years to be directed at turning around about 30 to 45 of the state's chronically failing schools that serve low-income children. The money will come from a $3.5 billion pool of Title 1 School Improvement Grants.

DPS administrators, so far, have not revealed plans for the troubled schools but have said no buildings will close.

Lake Middle School is the flash point for much of the turnaround controversy. Community residents fear the district will abandon the IB program and co-locate a charter school inside the building.

"I don't want to see a co-location or restart," said Arturo Jimenez, a school-board member who represents northwest Denver. "Replacing (Lake) with a charter school is not an option. . . . There has to be some form of neighborhood school available."

Lake Middle School, which overlooks Sloan's Lake, is an 83-year-old building with Tudor towers that has served a mostly poor and minority student population over the years. 

Lake's student achievement has been among the worst in the district over the past three years.

At a meeting recently in Lake's cafeteria, a group of parents sat with DPS liaisons who were explaining the school's chronic problems and DPS's turnaround strategies.

"This is sad," said John Garcia, who brings his daughter to the school every day from Brighton. "If we are at the bottom of the barrel, we need to change it and focus on how to get better."

West Denver Preparatory Charter School, the second-best-performing DPS school, has been promised it can open two new schools. Lake, with its dwindling enrollment and more than 400 empty seats, is a likely choice for one of them.

Christopher Scott, a candidate for the at-large seat on the school board, has framed the election as charter versus neighborhood schools. He is being supported by the teachers union.

"Too much emphasis is being placed on charter-school creation, while existing traditional schools are left to wither," Scott said. "The district doesn't do a good job of supporting schools that are in place. Nowhere is that more obvious than in the IB schools."

Yet, the district says it has poured more than $600,000 into Lake and its IB program over the past three years.

"When you have a school that is struggling and not driving strong academic growth in its students, you do need to take targeted and specific action for improvement," said Boasberg, who points to success in previous reform efforts. 

Turnaround successes rare
DPS closed nine schools in 2007-08 and sent students to other programs. Boasberg said displaced students had more academic growth in their new schools.

Still, turnaround successes are rare in education.

Researchers can point to Mastery Charter Schools in Philadelphia, Green Dot Public Schools in Los Angeles, Chicago's Academy for Urban School Leadership initiative and work in New York City. 

New York City Schools Chancellor Joel Klein was in Denver on Monday, speaking with DPS administrators and urging them to stay focused on reform.

School leaders must overcommunicate the need for change, said Justin Cohen, president of the School Turnaround Strategy Group at Mass Insight, which is contracting with the Colorado Department of Education to help develop academic reforms.

"There is all of this community discord that happens when you want to do something radical," he said. "You have to be blunt about it. We say we can't lie. You have to move past the pain it takes and overcommunicate the change that is needed."

Boasberg said he understands and respects the angst surrounding the turnaround plans.

"Schools are like families," Boasberg said. "I think any of these suggestions are difficult for those families to hear and to react to. But I think the key is to focus on what is the best for the students and what we'll be able to better deliver for students."
