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Duncanvi l le  ISD has a proud tradi t ion 
as the leading school  d ist r ict  in 
southwest Dal las County.   Whi le 
the wor ld,  and Duncanvi l le  i tse l f , 
have changed dramat ica l ly  over the 
past 30 years,  our commitment to 
excel lence and prov id ing strong 
academic,  extra- and co-curr icu lar 
programs has stayed the same.  
We are proud of  our numerous 
successes,  inc luding local , 
state,  and nat ional  recogni t ions.  
Duncanvi l le  ISD schools cont inue to 
achieve h igh scores on state tests, 
earn ing Recognized and Exemplary 
rat ings f rom the Texas Educat ion 
Agency. 

But th is is  not enough.  In the past 
decade a lone we have witnessed 
a number of  technologica l 
advancements that  have impacted 
our l ives wi th the same force as 
the industr ia l  revolut ion.   This new 
dig i ta l  era of  text ing,  iphones, 
Google,  and socia l  network ing s i tes 
l ike Facebook and Twit ter  make 
informat ion readi ly  ava i lab le to 
everyone. Today,  unl ike in prev ious 
generat ions,  the more knowledge 
you share,  the greater  your fo l lowing 
and va lue. 

This is  the wor ld in which Duncanvi l le 
ISD must prepare students to thr ive, 
and we rea l ize that  doing so wi l l 
requi re us to accept change and 
t ransform our schools.  

A  C A L L  F O R  C H A N G E
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In  2004 the d ist r ict  embraced the “Engaging Hearts and Minds” 
concept.   At  the t ime, we didn’t  rea l ize the fu l l  impact that  one smal l 
phrase would have on our organizat ion.   S ince then, the d ist r ict 
has been focused on a better  understanding of  engagement,  us ing 
i t  as a basis upon which to bui ld a new v is ion that  c lear ly  def ines 
who we are.  

Equipped with a strong set  of  d ist r ict  core bel ie fs and a t rue grasp of  engagement,  the d ist r ict 
formed in Apr i l  2008 a Strategic Design Team compr ised of  parents,  community members, 
teachers,  and administrators.   This group was chal lenged to develop a very concise set  of 
st rategies that  would lead the ent i re organizat ion in a uni f ied d i rect ion toward the v is ion of 
engagement.   Over the course of  18 months,  the team met seven t imes to research, design, 
and develop f ive Strategic Aspirat ions,  based on the Distr ict  Core Bel ie fs,  and the V is ion of 
the Learner.   Thei r  work was comprehensive and inc luded book studies,  school  s i te v is i ts , 
community focus groups, and student panel  interv iews.

This document is  a resul t  of  the i r  work that  inc ludes the f ive Strategic Aspirat ions and the 
V is ion of  the Learner.

O U R  S Y S T E M I C  P L A N N I N G  P R O C E S S

District Core Beliefs

In August of 2007 the district embraced five core beliefs.  These beliefs, along with the Vision of the 
Learner, are the district’s sustaining directional system and compass.  We look to these beliefs daily 
to guide every conversation, decision, and action we pursue.  Below is a summary of Duncanville 
ISD’s Core Beliefs.

Purposeful Engagement
Purposeful engagement is the most effective long-term way to learn and is our primary responsibility.  
We are all responsible for creating engaging learning opportunities, experiences, and challenges for 
every student, every day through relevant and meaningful work.

Quality Teachers
Teachers are the single most important influence on the quality of learning; therefore, we commit great 
energy and resources to recruiting, hiring, developing, and retaining the most effective teachers.

Collaboration and Continuous Improvement 
We are a learning organization with a culture of collaboration and continuous improvement.  High 
expectations for all students and staff are our standard.

Valuing Each Individual
Each person is unique and of infinite value; therefore, we embrace and celebrate diversity.  We treat 
every person with dignity, equity, respect, and trust.

Schools Impacting Community
Quality schools encourage and sustain quality of life, freedom, democracy, and economic growth. We 
invite and encourage interactive and engaging partnerships among students, parents, community 
members, businesses, and governmental and educational institutions.



Anyone v is i t ing c lassrooms in 
Amer ica today wi l l  usual ly  see 
teachers at  the f ront of  the 
room work ing,  lectur ing,  and 
demonstrat ing a sk i l l .   Today’s 
schools were establ ished and 
modeled af ter  an industr ia l 
factory.   They were designed to 
eff ic ient ly  (assembly l ine)  produce 
a product (students)  that  would 
better  the community (become 
workers in the nat ion’s growing 
industr ia l  complex) .  This model 
is  no longer effect ive because of 
technologica l  advancements.

Phi l l ip Schlechty ( Invent ing Better 
Schools )  d i rect ly  addresses 
the t ransformat ion needed in 
schools:  ”The reason Amer ica’s 
schoolchi ldren are not learn ing 
what we want them to learn is  that 
in too many instances they are 
being asked to do th ings they do 
not see as worth doing in order to 

learn th ings adul ts want them to 
learn.  I f  educators want students 
to work hard and be pers istent, 
they must f ind ways of  designing 
work that  students bel ieve to 
be worth doing.”   A l though 
students are required to 
at tend school ,  the i r  at tent ion, 
commitment,  and effort 
cannot be mandated – i t  must 
be earned by the re lat ionships 
bui l t  and the qual i ty,  re levance, 
and meaning of  the learn ing 
exper iences. 

So what does th is mean 
for  Duncanvi l le  ISD?  In 
a wor ld where informat ion is 
readi ly  ava i lab le to everyone, 
i t  is  imperat ive that  we see 
our pr imary task as designing 
engaging learn ing exper iences 
and chal lenges that  students 
f ind meaningfu l  and compel l ing 
– exper iences that  lead to 

h igher leve ls of  learn ing and 
understanding, as wel l  as the 
abi l i ty  for  students to demonstrate 
they have the knowledge and 
sk i l ls  requi red. Tru ly engaging 
the hearts and minds of  ch i ldren 
is  the best way to prepare them, 
not only to pass accountabi l i ty 
tests,  but much more important ly 
to inst i l l  the love of  learn ing and 
prepare them to be good and 
product ive c i t izens.

As greater  accountabi l i ty 
standards are p laced on schools, 
some distr icts “buckle down” on 
the basics and spend more t ime 
on di rect  instruct ion ( lecture)  and 
worksheets.  According to Si r  Ken 
Robinson (Out of  Our Minds) ,  “The 
essent ia l  problem is that  many 
governments and organizat ions 
seem to th ink that  the best way 
to prepare for  the future is  to do 
better  what we did in the past 
– just  to do more of  i t  and to a 
h igher standard.  The fact  is  we 
have to do something e lse.”   He 
goes on to say that  he bel ieves 
innovat ion and creat iv i ty  are the 
essent ia l  compet i t ive advantages 

that  students,  the economy, 
and our wor ld wi l l  need in the 
future;  however,  the way we “do 
school”  today is  systemat ica l ly 
educat ing these qual i t ies out of 
our students.  “W i l l  i t  be on the 
test?” is  the quest ion students 
end up asking af ter  a few years 
in school ,  rather than “What wi l l 

E N G A G I N G  S T U D E N T S  –  W H Y  I T ’ S  O U R  F O C U S

“Children, and adults, learn 
best when they want to achieve 
some end that is not possible 
without developing new skills, 
new understandings, new 
attitudes, and new habits of 
mind.”  - (Schlechty, Inventing Better 
Schools, pp. 65-57.)



happen i f  .  .  ?” or  “ I ’d l ike to 
learn more about .  .  . ”

Steven Covey,  in h is book 
The 8th Habi t ,  shows the 
h ierarchy of  commitment to a 
task.  He re lates the under ly ing 
emot ions or mot ivat ions for 
that  commitment as wel l  as the 
learn ing outcomes that resul t 
f rom the commitment leve ls.  
The qual i ty  and re levance of 
the ass ignments that  students 
are asked to complete d i rect ly 
affect  the amount of  at tent ion 
and effort  that  students apply.  
Th is,  in turn,  d i rect ly  affects 
how much each student wi l l 
learn.

At Duncanvi l le  ISD, we bel ieve 
that  purposefu l  engagement 
is  the best way to learn.  Marc 
Prensky (Growing Up Dig i ta l ) ) 
agrees,  when he compares 
our educat ional  system to 
the incredib le at t ract ion that 

ch i ldren have for  certa in 
v ideo games.  How is i t  that 
a student who cannot focus 
or even s i t  st i l l  in  c lass can 
spend count less hours wi th 
incredib le energy,  enthusiasm, 
and concentrat ion p lay ing a 
v ideo game?  Prensky says, 
“a l l  learn ing requires effort  . 
.  .  people rare ly do i t  wi thout 
a mot ive.  .  .  Computer games 

are so engaging because the 
pr imary object ive of  the game 
designer is  to keep the user 
engaged.”  He adds that  “ the 
most important th ing that 
educators can learn f rom 
game designers is  how they 
keep the p layer engaged.” 



When they began their work, the 
Strategic Design Team knew it was 
critically important to have a clear 
understanding of what we want 
students to develop.  A profile of 
what Duncanville ISD students will 
gain as a result of their education, 
the Vision of the Learner lists the 
character and competency traits 
students will have when they 

graduate.  At its basest form the 
Vision is a profound experience 
– one that is deep, important, 
meaningful, and inspires the 
learner to continue questioning 
and seeking knowledge.

“Continual growth and embracing 
the creed of a lifelong learner are 
essential as we strive to embody the 
attributes of this vision.  Therefore, 
we must commit to being a learning 
organization devoted to the task of 
developing profound learning in 
both competence and character 
through purposeful engagement, 
with a mindset that systemic change 
is required to advance the vision.” 
- Dr. Larry McHaney , Deputy 
Superintendent of Learning Services

The Vision was developed by 
posing a question to various internal 
and external groups:  “Thinking 
of your own child, grandchild, or 
any other young person who is 
especially important to you, what 
knowledge, skills, and personal 
characteristics would you want and 
expect them to develop as a result 
of a quality education in school?”

As the Strategic Design Team 
compiled all of the responses, they 
quickly recognized that this profile 
was more than just what we want 
for students.  This is a Vision for 
our staff as well.

T H E  V I S I O N  O F  T H E  L E A R N E R



The Strategic Design Team has ident i f ied f ive strategic aspi rat ions that  we bel ieve wi l l  advance the 
d ist r ict ’s v is ion of  engagement.   These aspirat ions paint  a b ig p icture of  the v is ion and are broad 
strategies that  address the f ive areas of  organizat ional  cu l ture,  leadership development,  col laborat ion 
and support  systems, bui ld ing strengths and ta lents of  students and staff ,  and creat ing partnership wi th 
our community.   These aspirat ions wi l l  gu ide campus administrators and department managers as they 
set  the i r  goals and develop act ion p lans.   As these p lans are developed we wi l l  create measurement 

systems to t rack our progress and report  in format ion to stakeholders.

Strategic Aspirations

Cult ivating a Culture to Make Profound Learning Through Purposeful Engagement Central
•  Establ ish throughout the organizat ion an understanding of  the importance of  the urgency for  change, and a 

commitment to focus on engagement.  Each person must a lso know thei r  ro le in contr ibut ing to that  focus.
• Craf t  re levant and important learn ing exper iences that  are designed with the expl ic i t  intent to engage the 

learner in the necessary content,  to compel  h im or her to commit  the t ime and effort  requi red to reach profound 
learn ing.

• Organize and design learn ing spaces that  are a l igned and structured to best meet the needs of  students.
• Advance the V is ion of  the Learner through speci f ic  ongoing efforts.

Developing Capabil i t ies for New Roles for Teachers and Other Leaders
• Recru i t ,  develop, and reta in great staff  members who exempl i fy  the d i rect ional  system.
• Develop an effect ive induct ion program/system that keeps the organizat ion focused on our core bel ie fs and 

di rect ional  system. 
• Design and implement evaluat ion systems that inc lude the core bel ie fs and V is ion of  the Learner at t r ibutes.

Developing Organizational Capacit ies to Support Continuous Innovation and Teamwork
• Create a cul ture that  cont inual ly  bui lds col laborat ion and commitment to the d i rect ional  system.
• Create a cul ture of  h igh expectat ions and incent ives for  cont inued profound learn ing and innovat ion.
• Develop a cul ture of  engagement and a c lear ly  def ined shared decis ion making process.
• Develop c lear ly  def ined leadership at  a l l  leve ls of  the d ist r ict .

Cult ivating a Culture for Unleashing the Talents of Al l
• Create a cul ture that  c lear ly  respects the d igni ty and worth of  a l l  people.
• Al locate t ime, effort ,  and resources to help a l l  learners d iscover and develop the i r  natura l  g i f ts  and strengths.
• Prov ide a physica l ly  and emot ional ly  safe learn ing env i ronment for  a l l  learners.

Building Community Relationships, Capacit ies,  and Shared Understanding 
• Inc lude parents as indispensable partners in the learn ing process.
• Discover community “nav igators” to help develop rec iprocal  re lat ionships between schools and communit ies.
• Design community engagement systems/opportuni t ies to cont inual ly  bui ld a mutual ly  benef ic ia l  re lat ionship wi th 

the community through dia logue and act ions.

A D V A N C I N G  T H E  V I S I O N



In  order for  Duncanvi l le  ISD to 
achieve the V is ion of  the Learner, 
we must move away f rom a 
bureaucrat ic business model  to 
that  of  a learn ing organizat ion.  
Both systems are compr ised of 
the same s ix pr ior i t ies.   The 
d i fference in the two systems is 
the emphasis and importance 
placed on each pr ior i ty.   In a 
bureaucrat ic system, power and 
author i ty  are the most va lued.  
These pr ior i t ies are the least 
va lued in a learn ing organizat ion, 
thereby creat ing an env i ronment 
that  is  more open to col laborat ion 

where indiv iduals at  a l l  leve ls are f ree to prov ide input and focused less on who is in charge 
or the i r  t i t le .  The Organizat ional  Pr ior i t ies d iagram contrasts the re lat ive pr ior i t ies of  a 
bureaucracy and a learn ing organizat ion.

“If schools are to change, it must fi rst be understood that it is 

not enough to change the behavior of individuals – what must be 

changed as well are the systems that encourage, support and 

maintain present behavior patterns and discourage new patterns 

from emerging.”  (Phillip Schlechty, Inventing Better Schools)

T R A N S F O R M I N G  D U N C A N V I L L E  I S D
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As Mark and Susie  headed to  school  one morning they had no idea their  school  day 

would end with a  t r ip  to  the pr incipal’s  office .   I t  was a  day l ike any other  day for 

the two average s tudents .   Wake,  eat  breakfast ,  catch the school  bus,  and head to 

c lass .   But  when they entered Mr.  Wil l iams classroom things were very different 

than they had been al l  year  long.   Desks were no longer  arranged in  neat  rows and 

the overhead projector  was no where to  be found.  

What  greeted Mark and Susie  were groupings of  desks with suppl ies  and books 

set t ing atop f l ip  char t  paper.   On each desk were pre- labeled name plates .   Mark 

and Susie  took their  seats  somewhat  anxious to  find out  what  they would be doing 

that  day.  

The bel l  rang and Mr.  Wil l iams greeted the s tudents ,  “Good morning class .   Today’s 

lesson in  World Li terature  wil l  require  you to  work together  to  solve a  chal lenge.  

Together  you wil l  review the clues  provided to  your  group and uncover  your  mystery 

author.   You only have 45 minutes  to  conduct  your  invest igat ion.   The remaining 

instruct ions are  a t  your  tables .   You wil l  a lso find resources  a t  your  tables  that  may 

be helpful ,  and you’re  f ree  to  use any of  the other  resources  around the room.  One 

word of  caut ion,  beware of  potent ia l  misleading clues .   Good luck!”

Mark and Susie  worked intent ly  with their  group.   “This  is  so much bet ter  than 

l is tening to  Mr.  Wil l iams lecture ,”  Susie  shared with her  peers .   “I  think I’l l 

actual ly  remember something about  our  author,”  said Mark.   The day’s  lesson 

lef t  them feel ing exci ted.   They had been in  charge of  their  learning.   At  the end 

of  the school  day,  as  Mark and Susie  made their  way to  the main exi t ,  they were 

s t i l l  ta lking about  Mr.  Wil l iam’s class .   But  before  they could get  out  the door 

they heard their  pr incipal  cal l  to  them, “Mark,  Susie ,  can I  see you for  a  minute?”   

Mark and Susie  s topped and looked at  each other  wondering what  they had done.

They fol lowed the pr incipal  to  her  office .   “How was your  World Li terature  c lass 

today?,”  the pr incipal  said to  Mark and Susie .   You could see a  s igh of  re l ief  fa l l 

over  the two s tudents .   “I t  was great! ,”  they exclaimed.   “We’re  working on a 

project  about  different  authors ,”  Susie  shared.   “After  we finish the project  we’re 

going to  host  a  l iving author  event  that  Mr.  Wil l iams has  invi ted people  f rom the 

community to  a t tend and judge our  projects .   ”Yeah,  and we can invi te  our  parents ,” 

added Mark.   “I  wish we could do this  kind of  work in  every class .”

Trip to the Principal’s Office



What is engagement?
Students are engaged in learn ing when they f ind school  work so 

meaningfu l ,  re levant,  and compel l ing that  they wi l l  commit  themselves 

to complet ing the work.  The c lassroom exper iences and chal lenges 

then lead to a h igher leve l  of  learn ing and understanding, and 

students have the abi l i ty  to demonstrate the required knowledge 

and sk i l ls .   Somet imes students wi l l  be engaged s imply because 

they have a natura l  interest  in the subject .   To engage a student who 

doesn’t  have that  natura l  love for  the topic,  they must be presented 

with a chal lenge that  is  so compel l ing that  they develop a strong 

desi re to learn what is  requi red in order to meet the chal lenge.

What is profound learning?
Profound learn ing is  deep, important,  meaningfu l ,  and inspi res the 

learner to cont inue quest ion ing and learn ing.   We bel ieve everyone 

has a set  of  g i f ts  and strengths,  and educat ion p lays a s igni f icant 

ro le in he lp ing chi ldren d iscover and fu l ly  develop the i r  personal 

g i f ts ,  st rengths,  and areas of  ta lents.   We must he lp students rea l ize 

the i r  fu l l  potent ia l  so that  they may make a d ist inct ive contr ibut ion 

to humanity.

How have things changed and what has remained 
the same?
The Industr ia l  Revolut ion radica l ly  changed the wor ld of  our 

grandparents and great-grandparents.   I t  changed the whole 

foundat ion and structure of  our society f rom farming to industr ia l 

and manufactur ing.  Today we f ind ourselves in a revolut ion that  is 

just  as profound – a d ig i ta l  one.   Today’s students were born with 

technology a l l  around them, and embrace i t  natura l ly  l ike learn ing 

the i r  nat ive language. 

In ear l ier  generat ions the knowledge (and amount of  knowledge) 

you had in your head gave you great va lue,  esteem, and power. 

I t  was important not to g ive away too much of  that  knowledge or 

your re lat ive va lue would drop. Today,  wi th socia l  network ing and 

websi tes l ike YouTube, b logs,  F l ickr,  etc. ,  the more you share,  the 

greater  your fo l lowing and va lue.  Therefore,  educat ion must fo l low 

sui t .   Work ing a lone, f i l l ing in b lanks on a worksheet wi l l  not  typ ica l ly 

keep students t ru ly  engaged and compel led to learn. 

The way schools operate and “del iver”  instruct ion has changed very 

l i t t le  over the past severa l  decades.  The t ime for  change is  now.

Q U E S T I O N S



What are strategic aspirations?
Strategic aspi rat ions serve as the f ramework,  a l igned 

with the d ist r ict ’s Core Bel ie fs,  for  broad-reaching 

outcomes that wi l l  advance the v is ion of  Duncanvi l le 

ISD.  

How wil l  this plan be used?
The Strategic Plan is  a v isual  des ign of  the systemic 

t ransformat ion for  Duncanvi l le  ISD.  I t  is  a p lan for  our 

students,  our parents,  our staff ,  our community,  and 

our partners.   The strategic aspi rat ions of  th is p lan 

l ive in the day-to-day operat ions of  the d ist r ict  and 

are ev ident in a l l  campus s i te-based plans and distr ict 

in i t iat ives.   Resources are a l located in a l ignment wi th 

desi red outcomes and in i t iat ives that  advance the 

v is ion.   The plan is  a f lu id document that  is  ut i l ized 

regular ly  at  a l l  organizat ional  leve ls.

What do we hope to achieve through this 
plan?
Profound learn ing for  a l l  students is  our goal .   Through 

th is p lan,  c lassroom envi ronments wi l l  be t ransformed 

to meet the needs of  tomorrow’s students and prepare 

them for  the future,  empower ing them to be l i fe long 

learners and contr ibutors for  the betterment of 

humanity.



Related Tasks that Support the Strategic Aspirations
Fol lowing the f ramework of  the f ive d ist r ict  aspi rat ions,  we must a lso work 

to develop strategic aspi rat ions for  the fo l lowing re lated support  areas:

• Faci l i t ies that  contr ibute to learn ing opportuni t ies.

• F inances that  support  and susta in long-term learn ing opportuni t ies.

• Nutr i t ion that  bui lds heal thy,  in formed learners.

• Transportat ion that  models eff ic ient  p ickup and del ivery,  and contr ibutes to 

student wel l -being.

• Informat ion System and Support  that  is  integrated into the learn ing process 

as essent ia l  e lements for  organizat ional  effect iveness.

Next Steps
• Design a venue for  feedback f rom staff  and community members about 

speci f ic  aspects of  the strategic design.

• Each campus and department wi l l  des ign strategic,  h igh- leverage act ion 

p lans that  wi l l  advance the v is ion and strategic aspi rat ions of  the d ist r ict .

• Each act ion must conta in per formance measures that  wi l l  re f lect  a strong 

corre lat ion with progress toward the strategic aspi rat ions.

• Design v is ib le “scoreboards” or  “dashboards” to indicate progress toward 

the V is ion of  the Learner.

W H E R E  D O  W E  G O  F R O M  H E R E ?


