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A Message from the Superintendent
The mission of the Daviess County Public
Schools district is to prepare students to 
succeed for life.
Our parents and community already know that
DCPS is recognized across the state and nation
as a leader in education. Our students’ 
classroom achievements are exceptional!
But past successes are not enough ... for us, 
for our community, or for our students.
We are in close communication with 
representatives from higher education and
business/industry, working with them to 
develop a new “measuring stick” for success. 
Skills that have been identified as crucial for
success today — and tomorrow — include 
critical thinking; problem-solving; teamwork;
and communication. 
We know the workplace has evolved 
dramatically in recent years, and is still 
changing. DCPS has accepted the challenge of
recognizing that preparing students to 
successfully meet the expectations of college
and career will require a change in the 
classroom as well. 
We believe we can do this by focusing our
vision on these areas:

Meet the individual needs of students
Ensure quality instruction
Develop a learning community

This publication provides insights into our
strategy for achieving those goals, including an
emphasis on the “new” Three R’s — Rigor,
Relevance and Relationships — which we
believe form the foundation of teaching and
learning.
I encourage you to review this summary to
learn more about our district’s vision in 
preparing students to succeed ... in the 
classroom ... and for life!

Tom Shelton
DCPS Superintendent
“DCPS — Expect Success!”

Daviess County Public Schools
Focusing Our Vision on 

Preparing Students to Succeed for Life

Deer Park Elementary School students showed DCPS
Superintendent Tom Shelton how to “podcast.” Interactive 
technology is a reality for today’s students, and our schools are
committed to providing opportunities for learners of all ages to
experience growth.

The DCPS eLearning program has put laptop computers in the
hands of all high school students, putting a world of knowledge
and information at their fingertips on a 24/7 basis. 
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The mission of Daviess County Public Schools
is to prepare students to succeed for life by
meeting the individual needs of students,

ensuring quality instruction, 
and developing a learning community.

Our plan to meet individual needs of students:
Eliminate barriers to learning
Provide a safe, orderly, and nurturing school 
environment
Promote physical and emotional wellness
Allocate resources based on need
Increase the number of graduates attending 
post-secondary institutions
Ensure continuous academic growth
Increase participation in co-curricular activities

Our plan to ensure quality instruction:
Recruit and retain outstanding employees
Support instructional leadership
Increase job-embedded professional development
Increase effective use of technology
Increase differentiated instruction
Increase authentic engagement
Implement a continuous assessment model
Apply resources based on need

DCPS ...
Developing ...

Challenging ...
Preparing ...

Succeeding!

Our plan to develop a learning community:
Support development of positive, appropriate, and 
caring relationships
Develop leadership opportunities for all 
employees and students
Develop a DCPS education foundation that 
supports learning
Provide a variety of opportunities to encourage 
family involvement
Partner with business and industry to enhance 
learning
Promote the expectation of life-long learning
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The Daviess County Public Schools
district was selected in June 2006 to
participate in the Wallace
Foundation’s Executive Leadership
Program for Educators, hosted by
Harvard University. As part of that
program, a district administrative
team worked with faculty members
from three of Harvard’s graduate
schools — education, business and
government — as we focused on 
building knowledge and skills in three
essential elements of leadership:
Systemic thinking and alignment;
adaptive leadership and team 
building; and leadership for 
instructional improvement.
Through group discussions, book 
studies and focus groups involving all
stakeholders, DCPS has worked to
define two key elements that we
believe will take education to the next
level: 
Defining good instruction; and 
defining what students need to know
and be able to do upon graduation
from high school. 
The Executive Leadership Program
was not designed to give us a “recipe
for success.” It is more accurate to say
it has enhanced our skills as “chefs”
as we continue to develop our vision
for preparing students to succeed for
life by meeting the individual needs of 
students; ensuring quality instruction
for every student, in every classroom,
every day; and developing a learning
community.
The world is changing very quickly;
we recognize that education must also
change. Our goal is to prepare 
students for a successful transition to
the expectations that await them in
post-secondary education and the 
21st century world of business and
industry. Therefore, DCPS has 
welcomed contributions from 
representatives from colleges and
businesses, who bring an important
insight into what tomorrow will look
like for the students of today. 
The Daviess County Public Schools
district “expects success!”

Focusing Our Vision ... How It Began

In 2007, DCPS hosted a series of focus group discussions involving 
representatives from business, higher education and our community.
Participants discussed changes to the world and areas of knowledge
that students need to develop in order to succeed in the 21st century
world and workplace. DCPS is committed to ensuring that the skills we
provide to students are relevant to the expectations of the world in
which they will work and live. 

Members of the DCPS ExEL team — Executive Leadership Program for
Educators — have worked since 2006 to redefine education by 
implementing essential elements of leadership: Systemic thinking and
alignment; adaptive leadership and team building; and leadership for
instructional improvment. The process has evolved into the district’s
“Focusing Our Vision” initiative, with a goal of preparing students to 
succeed for life. 
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Technology is an important part of every aspect of
life and work. DCPS provides students with the
skills and experience necessary for success. 
Technology is integrated into all subjects in every
facet of teaching and learning. Students have easy
access to computers connected to the Internet in all
classrooms, libraries and computer labs from 
preschool throughout middle school. Upon entry into
high school, DCPS students receive a wireless 
laptop for use at school and at home. 
Interactive age-appropriate programs are used for
computer-aided instruction, while productivity 
software provides students the means to access 
textbooks, complete assignments, do research and
create presentations.
These “real world” experiences help to prepare our
students for success in college and the workplace of
the 21st century.
100 percent of DCPS classrooms have at least one
computer workstation with Internet access. Our 
students begin learning basic computer skills in 
preschool. Keyboarding techniques are introduced 
at the P-2 level. At the middle school and high
school levels, computer skills are emphasized,
including keyboarding, word processing, creating
and searching databases, use of spreadsheets, 
publishing and presenting. 

DCPS students have access to modular technology
labs, where they get hands-on experience in areas
such as robotics; electronics; plastics and polymers;
energy, power and mechanics; digital video; digital
transportation; physics; graphics communications;
audio broadcasting; electricity; computer graphics
and animation; engines; engineering bridges; flight
technology; rocketry and space technology; research
and design; video production; web page creation;
and music composition.
Our teachers receive specialized training in using
technology as a resource in teaching and learning.
Our classrooms and schools are equipped with 
technology resources that provide both students and
teachers with the tools they need to succeed.
Technology is a key element to success in today’s
college and career arenas, and our DCPS students
receive hands-on experience that will lead to success
throughout their lifetimes.

The Technology of Tomorrow ... 
In DCPS Classrooms Today

The DCPS district recognizes that
technology is an integral part of the

world in which our students 
will live and work. 

Students are introduced to 
basic computer skills beginning in 
preschool and continue to expand

their knowledge throughout 
elementary, middle and high school. 
4



eClassrooms.
Bringing A World Of Resources Into

Interactive ‘SmartBoards’ bring learning to life in classrooms across
the DCPS district. The technology resource includes programs and
applications in mathematics, science, social studies, English, art,
music and other areas of study. 

With its ambitious and innovative eLearning program, the DCPS 
district has acknowledged that the entire world is a classroom 
for students of today. 

The Daviess County Public Schools 
district has set a standard for 
excellence in technology with the
implementation of “electronic 
classroom” resources across our 
district. This ambitious program
involved the installation of 
projectors, screens, DVD players,
VHS players, audio enhancement
and document cameras in every
classroom, along with laptop 
computers for all teachers. 

The DCPS eLearning project 
provides laptop computers to all 
current high school freshmen, 
sophomores and juniors, and will
expand to include all high school
students next year.

eLearning acknowledges that
today’s student is living in a world
of technology. eLearning gives
every student access to a world of
resources and knowledge, not only
in the classroom, but 24 hours a
day. When students are interested
and engaged, they take learning to
a higher level and are more
involved in their own educations.
eLearning is the education of
tomorrow ... in DCPS today.

The Hands of Students

. .
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The ‘New’ Three R’s: Rigor
Not so long ago, a student graduat-
ing with a high school diploma could
expect to get a good job that would
support a family and go on to have a
successful lifetime career. However,
that simply isn’t reality today. 
Education is not “worse” than it was
… the plain fact is that education
has just not kept pace with our
changing world. As a result of 
economic and demographic changes
in the world, the education of yester-
day is simply not good enough today
— and certainly won’t be tomorrow.
The expectations of higher 
education and the workforce are
greater than ever. As educators, we
are faced with the challenge of
preparing kids for jobs that don’t yet
exist, using technology that hasn’t
yet been invented, to solve problems
that we don’t yet even recognize!
So how do we do that? By helping
our students develop the tools that
will enable them to adapt to a future
that will be their reality. These tools
include such skills as 
communication, 

problem-solving, 
critical thinking 

and teamwork. 
Are we saying the traditional “Three
R’s” have no value? Absolutely not!
But we believe that in addition to
reading, writing and arithmetic,
today’s classroom must also 
incorporate the “new” Three R’s —
rigor, relevance and
relationships.
These concepts will be explored on
the following pages. 
We are excited about the direction
we are taking along the pathway of
lifelong learning, and we invite you
to join us. 
Your comments are welcome; call or
email Superintendent Tom Shelton
at (270) 852-7000 or
tom.shelton@daviess.kyschools.us 
to share your thoughts!

What is Rigor?
First, it is important to understand what rigor is not. Rigor is not
correctly defined as “hard” or “more homework” or “more questions 
on a worksheet.” A rigorous classroom is one in which students are 
challenged to think, and to consider how they will apply, assess or 
communicate what they are learning. In a rigorous environment,
students clearly understand how good their work is, and explore
ways to improve their work.

Focusing Our Vision ... On Rigor
Designing and delivering focused instruction that challenges and 
ensures high expectations for each student
We will design and deliver rigorous instruction by asking 
high-level questions
We will design and deliver rigorous instruction by addressing 
critical thinking/problem solving/communication skills

DCPS is committed to ensuring quality instruction in every classroom, 
with an emphasis on the “new Three R’s” — Rigor, Relevance and
Relationships. Classrooms that focus on Rigor, Relevance and
Relationships are exciting places where lessons challenge students to
process new information through higher-order thinking skills. 
“Active learning” actually improves students’ recall and retention, while also
creating a cooperative, tolerant environment in which students take better
responsibility for their own behaviors.6



The ‘New’ Three R’s: Relevance

The DCPS curriculum includes an emphasis
on numeracy — “math literacy.” Our district’s
plan to prepare students for the future
includes providing an intensive focus on the
skills students will need to succeed in the
workplace of today — and tomorrow. These
skills and areas of focus include technology,
project development, literacy and numeracy,
with an emphasis on individual growth for
every student.

What is Relevance?
We are living in a revolutionary, evolutionary time. 
The world — and our students — have changed and are 
continuing to change at an ever-more-rapid pace. 
Our students live in a world of instant information. Kids
today demand relevance; it’s a “Why do I need to know
this?” mindset. Frankly, that’s a good question, and it
requires an appropriate response. DCPS has stepped up to
meet that challenge! 

Focusing Our Vision ... On Relevance
Making meaningful cross-curricular or “real world” 
connections
Providing opportunities for content application based on 
student interest or choice (differentiation)
Explaining the purpose for learning (why)

DCPS classrooms are focusing on project-based learning, in which
students explore academic topics in a variety of interactive methods.
Students are pictured above participating in an economics and
social studies lesson in which they are assigned the roles of
American Colonists, English landowners, or native Americans. They
worked worked together to make samples of clothing out of 
materials available to their groups, then produced and traded for
essential goods. Students were able to recognize the benefits of free
trade and understand how voluntary trade creates wealth. DCPS
classrooms give students the opportunity to become fully involved
with their own learning. Their increased levels of engagement take
learning to a higher level as they make connections not only to 
economics, history, literature, humanities and mathematics, but also
life knowledge relevant to the student both now and in the future. 

As we talk about how the world has
changed, and the new skills that are and
will continue to be required of our 
students, DCPS has worked to identify
the challenges we face today in preparing
our kids to face the challenges of 
tomorrow. Our first goal is to define good
instruction, and to define what students
need to know and be able to do upon
graduation from high school. 7



The ‘New’ Three R’s: Relationships

“Kids don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.” Every member
of the DCPS team understands the importance of developing positive relationships with
our students and among all members of the district team. DCPS is also committed to
ensuring respectful communication with families and members of our community. 

The DCPS district
is exploring a
renewed emphasis
on collaboration
and planning as
educators work
together to ensure
quality instruction
for our students.
Faculty and staff
members meet 
regularly to share
expertise and
insights. Common
planning periods
give teams an
opportunity to 
discuss specific
student issues and
strategies for 
success. Teachers
also look for ways to coordinate and strengthen lesson plans. For example, a unit on the Civil War may involve
coordinated components in curriculum areas of science, mathematics and literature, as well as history and
social studies. Students benefit by developing a more comprehensive understanding of topics and how they
relate to many areas of life.

As the third element
of the “new”
Three R’s, 

DCPS is focused 
on developing 

relationships that 
foster a mutually 
caring, respectful 

and positive 
environment. 
Our goal is to

strengthen 
teacher-teacher, 
teacher-student, 
student-student, 
family-school and
community-school

relationships. 
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DCPS: Meeting Students’ Needs

Recognizing that different students learn in different ways,
DCPS provides alternative education opportunities through
Beacon Central High School and other district programs. 

DCPS guidance counselors develop positive
relationships with students and provide help
and resources in many areas of support,
including students’ social, emotional and
mental well-being. 

Family Resource and Youth Service Center staff
members provide a variety of support for DCPS
students and their families. These dedicated 
professionals work to remove any barriers that
may keep a child from learning. They make 
referrals to existing community services and 
provide counseling. They also sponsor free 
educational programs for parents on topics 
ranging from raising children with developmental
or physical disabilities; helping kids with 
homework; tips for buying a used car; and living
a healthy lifestyle. 

Our caring teachers are committed to success for all students,
including those who are gifted/talented or who have physical,
mental or emotional challenges. School nurses and health 
technicians provide comprehensive services for students.

9



DCPS: Ensuring Quality Instruction
Our plan to ensure 
quality instruction:

Recruit and retain 
outstanding employees
Support instructional 
leadership
Increase job-embedded 
professional development
Increase effective use of 
technology
Increase differentiated 
instruction
Increase authentic 
engagement
Implement a continuous 
assessment model
Apply resources based on 
need

The entire DCPS district is involved with district-wide “Learning Walks,” in
which teams of administrators observe classrooms to identify rigorous and
relevant instruction for all students. Pictured from left are Superintendent
Tom Shelton and principals Allison Coomes (Tamarack Elementary); Connie
Morgan (West Louisville Elementary); and Tony Bryant (Beacon Central High
School) as they share insights about effective teaching practices observed
during a “Learning Walk” at Tamarack Elementary School. Learning Walk
teams are aligned to include representatives from “feeder schools,”
encouraging conversations and consistency between DCPS elementary,
middle and high schools. The Learning Walks help all administrators reach
consensus about elements of successful classroom practices, including our
goals of ensuring “rigor, relevance and relationships” for all students. 
This is another example of how DCPS administrators continually challenge
themselves and set the example of continued learning and growth. 

Quality Instruction begins with quality teachers!
Angela Gunter, far right, is one of 20 DCPS educators 

who have earned the prestigious designation as 
National Board Certified Teachers. 

She is pictured here with students in her English literature
classroom, reviewing a student’s video presentation. 

Quality instruction begins with quality instructors. 
DCPS is fortunate to have among its staff 

some of the finest teachers in the state and nation, 
who are dedicated to the noble profession of education. 

Our teachers truly believe that every student can learn 
and are committed to doing whatever it takes 

to help each student learn to the best of his or her abilities.
Our teachers look for ways to reach each student! 

DCPS teachers are committed to finding ways to reach 
individual students and help all children reach their greatest potential. 
The Daviess County Public Schools district is committed to providing

resources that make success in the classroom possible for all students.
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DCPS: Developing A Learning Community

The Daviess County Public Schools district celebrates the importance of lifelong learning for people of all ages. This
includes an emphasis on peer-to-peer instruction. Pictured above, one young student — perhaps a future educator
— works with another on a lesson review. 

The Daviess County Public Schools district 
recognizes its responsibility in developing a 
learning community that extends far beyond the
classroom and preparing students to succeed 
for life. DCPS provides opportunities for staff, 
parents and members of our community to
expand their horizons through exceptional 
professional development programs and 
supporting adult education in Daviess County. 
Pictured at left are parents of a DCPS high school
student, attending an informational/instructional
workshop designed to help parents understand
the benefits of the district’s eLearning project. 
The annual workshop is designed to familiarize
parents with the laptop computers assigned to
their sons and daughters; demonstrate the kinds
of technology that are being utilized in the 
classrooms; and inform parents about appropriate
usage and Internet safety. 
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As the Daviess County Public Schools district focuses its
vision on preparing students for success through an emphasis
on the “New” Three R’s — Rigor, Relevance and Relationships
— we encourage our students to ask the following questions
about the classroom instruction and education they are 
receiving. We also believe these questions are a great 
“starting point” for conversations between students and their
parents, and parents and our schools. 
1. What is the purpose of this lesson? 
2. Why is this important to learn? 
3. In what ways am I challenged to think in this lesson? 
4. How will I apply, assess or communicate what I’ve learned? 
5. How will I know how good my work is, and how I can 

improve it? 
6. Do I feel respected by other students in this class? 
7. Do I feel respected by the teacher in this class? 

The Daviess County Public Schools district
has earned a state and national reputation
for excellence in education ... and we are
continuing to “focus our vision” on 
providing the best education for every
child, ensuring that every student has the
knowledge and earns the skills that enable
them to be successful in college, career and
as citizens.
The responsibility of preparing students to
succeed for life is one DCPS takes very
seriously. We also recognize the value of
our positive partnerships with our entire
community. We work with representatives
of higher education, business, government
and community organizations to ensure
that our schools and students have the 
support and resources that are necessary
for success. 
The most important partnership we have,
however, is with the parents and families
of our students. We encourage parents to
be involved in our schools and with their
children’s educations. Children benefit
when homes and schools work together on
their behalf!

Parental Involvement
A Key Element Of Success

The journey along the pathway of lifelong
education begins very early. DCPS supports
programs that encourage parents and 
children to begin the adventure of teaching
and learning from the very beginning.

Entering kindergarten is a big step for students — and their parents!
We sponsor a variety of programs and activities to help new families
feel welcome at DCPS schools. Events such as JumpStarts and
kindergarten screenings give parents and teachers an opportunity to
get to know one another and to share information that helps to
ensure that each child receives specialized attention and instruction. 

12



Succeeding For Life!
The Daviess County Public
Schools district serves more
than 11,000 students from
preschool to grade 12.
DCPS has 12 elementary
schools, three middle
schools and two regular
high schools. Alternative
programs include Beacon
Central High School,
Owensboro Treatment
Center and RiverValley.
There are also alternative
programs for elementary
and middle school students.
High academic standards
and our outstanding 
teachers, students, parents,
board members and 
community have earned
DCPS recognition across the
state and nation.
Daviess County Public
Schools are committed to
excellence in teaching and
learning. This commitment
is a reflection of the 
district’s mission to prepare
students to succeed for life.
This dedication is evident in
every area of the district,
including the academic 
success of our students; the
standards of excellence
among our faculty and staff;
the responsible and prudent
stewardship of revenue and
budgets; the clean and safe
environment of buildings;
the preparation and serving
of nutritious and delicious
meals; and the safe and 
efficient transportation of
students.
Our goal is to provide an
excellent education that
prepares every child to 
succeed for a lifetime.

We “expect success”
for every child.

Students attending Daviess County Public Schools have the opportunity to participate
in a variety of extracurricular activities. All students are encouraged to join clubs,
teams and organizations reflecting their areas of interest and talent. In addition to the
fellowship of belonging, students also learn leadership and skills for working together
toward common goals, as well as expanding their knowledge and experiences.
Research shows that students who are involved perform higher in academics and are
more likely to continue their educations beyond high school. We believe students who
experience involvement in extracurricular activities will continue that success in other
areas of life after graduation. 13



Leadership That Expects Success
The Daviess County Public Schools Board of
Education is made up of five individuals who bring
together a variety of strengths and areas of expertise,
while sharing a committed vision for excellence in
education for all DCPS students.

The DCPS Board of Education meets in regular 
session throughout the year. Meetings are usually at
6 p.m. the third Thursday of each month at the DCPS
Administrative Office, 1622 Southeastern Parkway,
and are always open to the public. Call 852-7000 to
confirm the meeting schedule.

The Board of Education honors exceptional 
achievements of students, faculty, staff, schools and
the district at each meeting. A highlight of each
meeting is the recognition of students who have
earned state or national championships or awards.
These awards represent our students’ commitment to
excellence in academics and athletics, and are a
reflection of the dedication of our entire faculty and
staff.

Our Board of Education supports our students and
schools as we work with our community in preparing
students for success ... in college ... in careers ... 
and as citizens.

As part of their dedicated service, our Board 
provides a safe and challenging environment in
which every child can achieve his or her highest
potential. This environment includes an emphasis on
the elements of the “new” Three R’s — Rigor,
Relevance and Relationships. By meeting individual
needs of students; ensuring quality instruction; and
developing a learning community, Daviess County
Public Schools is  truly preparing students to succeed
for life!

The community is invited to contact the 
DCPS Board of Education 

Board@dcps.org
or Superintendent Tom Shelton 

tshelton@dcps.org
or by calling 

(270) 852-7000.

Communication is always welcome 
as we work together on behalf of our students!

Dr. John Ed Dunn, Chairman Frank G. Riney III, Vice Chair

Mary Tim Griffin Dr. Alben Shockley

Dianne Burns Mackey Tom Shelton, Superintendent
14



The Beginning
In June 2006, four Kentucky school districts and
the Kentucky Department of Education (KDE)
were selected to participate in the Executive
Leadership Program for Educators (ExEL) at
Harvard University, funded by The Wallace
Foundation. The focus of the ExEL program was
to support districts in redefining education by
implementing essential elements of leadership:
Systemic thinking and alignment; adaptive 
leadership and team building; and leadership for
instructional improvement. The goal was for 
participating districts and KDE to identify and
implement goals and plans, then share their
experiences and results with other school 
districts across the state and nation.

The education professionals who made this 
commitment accepted the challenge of exploring
a proactive revolution in education. Each of the
participants — KDE and the Daviess County,
Boone County, Jefferson County and Kenton
County public schools districts — emphasized 
different areas of focus as part of this process,
based on their specific goals. The ExEL program
provided resources and training, but the ideas,
initiatives, innovations and implementations
were the responsibility of the participating 
education teams. 

The Daviess County Public Schools district 
submitted its application in April 2006. It is
important to note that DCPS had already earned
state and national recognition as a highly 
successful school district. Since Kentucky began
accountability testing in 1991, DCPS had
achieved district-wide continuous improvement.
All 12 of the district’s elementary schools were
recognized as state “Pacesetters,” and DCPS was
the second-highest performing county school 
district in the state. To most people in the 
community — and even to many within the 
district — this indicated “success.” Even many of
the district’s administrative leaders were, for the
most part, satisfied with what was perceived as

the “reality” of “perceived success,” although they
also realized that accountability testing alone is
not the sole, or even the best, measure of a 
successful school.

After being accepted to the ExEL program, a 
district administrative team began working with
faculty members from three of Harvard’s 
graduate schools — education, business and 
government.

Like many districts in Kentucky, DCPS’s 
primary focus on student achievement data came
from the results of CATS — Commonwealth
Accountability Testing System. It quickly became
clear that relying on a single measure of success
was not enough. The team explored a three-
dimensional model of success that encouraged
the district to look at data through three lenses
— performance, achievement and growth (see
illustration A, below). CATS served as the 
performance piece. In the Daviess County 
community, it was clear that DCPS was 

‘Focusing Our Vision’
A comprehensive history of the Daviess County Public Schools
district’s mission of preparing students to succeed for life

Jana Beth Slibeck Francis, DCPS

Illustration A
DCPS Three-Dimensional Model of Success
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successful in terms of its results on CATS. For
achievement data, the district began reviewing
the number of students on or above grade level in
reading and math. Growth data also focused on
reading and math but differed from achievement
data in that the district began to expect each and
every student to make a year’s growth in reading
and math. This action acknowledged the diverse
needs of DCPS learners and the desire to ensure
that all students are prepared for the 21st
Century.

Where We Began: It’s About Kids
Prior to the work that became known as
“Focusing Our Vision,” the district’s instructional
leaders had already recognized that data 
indicated that literacy and numeracy levels in
the district did not match CATS results.
Professional development activities in these
areas became the focus of instructional training.
DCPS had been working with experts such as
Janet Allen, Harvey Daniels, and Math Solutions
to adapt trainings for teachers that focused on
critical thinking and 21st Century skills within
specific content domains. By focusing on 
individual student growth in addition to specific
content work, district professional development
included elements of differentiated instruction. 

DCPS — well-known for the “It’s About Kids”
philosophy — took those words to a higher level
by asking what it really means to make every 

decision based on what is best for kids. Their
conclusions resulted in the development of a new
district mission statement: The mission of
Daviess County Public Schools is to prepare 
students to succeed for life by meeting the 
individual needs of students, ensuring quality
instruction, and developing a learning 
community.

Our plan to meet the individual needs of 
students:

Eliminate barriers to learning
Provide a safe, orderly, and nurturing school 
environment
Promote physical and emotional wellness
Allocate resources based on need
Increase the number of graduates attending 
post-secondary institutions
Ensure continuous academic growth
Increase participation in co-curricular 
activities

Our plan to ensure quality instruction:
Recruit and retain outstanding employees
Support instructional leadership
Increase job-embedded professional 
development
Increase effective use of technology
Increase differentiated instruction
Increase authentic engagement
Implement a continuous assessment model
Apply resources based on need

Our plan to develop a learning community:
Support development of positive, appropriate, 
and caring relationships
Develop leadership opportunities for all 
employees and students
Develop a DCPS education foundation that 
supports learning
Provide a variety of opportunities to encourage 
family involvement
Partner with business and industry to enhance 
learning
Promote the expectation of life-long learning

A New Vision
Shortly after the team arrived in Boston, they
experienced a revelation that challenged them to
move beyond the original three-dimensional
model of success (performance, achievement, and
growth measures), focusing instead on a 

The original DCPS delegation to Harvard University
included, from left, Jana Beth Slibeck Francis, director
of assessment, research and curriculum development;
Matthew Constant, director of instructional technology;
Vicki Riley, director of elementary education; Julie Clark,
director of secondary education; Julie Hawkins, 
elementary school principal; and Tom Shelton, district
superintendent.
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fundamental paradigm: The instructional core is
the connection between students, teachers and
content in the area of quality instruction (see
illustration B, right). In even more basic terms,
the goal became quality instruction for every 
student, in every classroom, on every day. 

The first step was the acknowledgement that
their responsibility is to prepare students for 
success … which led to an intense exploration of
what “success” really means. The DCPS 
leadership team believes that the responsibility
of school districts is to teach students what they
need to know, and be able to do, after graduation
from high school. These elements of success
include critical thinking, communication, 
teamwork and problem-solving.

The plain fact is that education is out of 
alignment with our changing world. As a result
of economic and demographic changes in the
world, the education of yesterday is simply not
good enough today — and certainly won’t be
tomorrow. 

An impetus for the district team’s “aha” moment
had been a presentation by economist Richard J.
Murnane of the Harvard Graduate School of
Education. This presentation, titled “The Skills
Students Need,” was based on the book “The New
Division of Labor” by Frank Levy and Richard
Murnane (see attachment A, page 24).

Committed stakeholders of the Daviess County
Public Schools began exploring a proactive 
revolution in education with a goal of preparing
students for success in the years to come. DCPS
instructional leaders recognized the need to
“focus our vision” on preparing students to 
succeed for life; this realization became the work
known as “Focusing Our Vision,” or FOV. This
revolution includes elements of both technical
and adaptive change. The technical pieces of this
work have been fairly simple to implement, 
such as changing the focus of administrator and
faculty meetings from procedural to instruction-
al. The adaptive changes have been more 
difficult, akin to building an airplane while in
flight. The hardest part has been gaining a 
common understanding among teachers and
administrators that 21st century skills can be
integrated into strategies used to teach content

standards rather than viewed as additional 
isolated skills to be taught. For this reason, the
focus of teacher growth plans, school and district
improvement plans and professional development
activities has been on the continuous and 
evolving nature of the FOV work. Again, the
ExEL program provided resources and training,
but the ideas, initiatives and innovations are the
responsibility of DCPS schools, with support from
the district level. School staff developers and
principals have been essential in meeting the
ongoing instructional support needs of teachers
and delivering job-embedded professional 
development for FOV. 

Aligning the Vision
Since 2006, DCPS professional development
designed and facilitated by the district’s ExEL
team has emphasized long-term academic growth
for students, as well as professional growth for
educators. One member of the DCPS team served
as liaison for the ExEL Vertical Alignment
Network, a group of individuals from the four
participating school districts and KDE which
organized communication and coordinated 
agenda development for ExEL trainings with the
staff at Harvard University. 

The ExEL team shared Murnane’s presentation
with DCPS instructional leaders in August 2006.

Richard Elmore

Illustration B
The Instructional Core

17



At the same meeting, a TIMMS teaching video
was also shown, allowing all administrators the
opportunity to make descriptive notes about
examples of quality instruction observed in the
video. Principals also received a copy of “Change
Leadership,” co-authored by Tony Wagner, a
nationally acclaimed author and consultant, in
preparation for beginning professional learning
community work in the form of a book study.

Those who watched this presentation and
absorbed its sobering message were left to 
consider the implications of the fact that the
world is changing at an incredibly rapid pace. 
It was almost overwhelming as they tried to 
comprehend the kinds of skills and knowledge
that today’s students will need in the world of
tomorrow … the world in which they will live and
work. The educators recognized that they are
faced with the challenge of preparing kids for
jobs that don’t yet exist, using technology that
hasn’t yet been invented, and of solving problems
that they don’t yet even recognize!

In October 2006, Wagner visited the district and
presented information to all administrators
regarding the need for instructional change to
prepare students for success in the 21st century.
(See attachment B, “Daviess Schools Get Critical
Lesson,” page 37). In addition, Wagner also met
with the ExEL team, the DCPS Cabinet
(superintendent and district directors) and the
DCPS Board of Education. As a result of this
contact, additional work took place to allow
administrators the opportunity to calibrate their

thinking and begin to develop common 
perceptions about the quality of instruction 
taking place in classrooms in the district. An
additional outgrowth of this work included the
initial development of critical thinking indicators
in January 2007. Efforts continued to increase
administrator buy-in concerning the need to
make instructional improvements. 

Communicating their vision for the district —
and its students — became the team’s first 
priority. They quickly realized that, as a district
that has earned a reputation for success, it would
be difficult to communicate the urgency of the
mission … but the course had been set, and they
were determined to proceed. It was not only an
evolution in education, but a revolution! And it
was scary. It took a lot of courage to say that the
success DCPS had experienced as a school 
district did not necessarily translate to success
for their students in the world of work.

Focus Groups Echo the Vision
This was a message that was strengthened by
the addition of voices from post-secondary 
education, business and industry. DCPS hosted a
series of “focus group” forums during the spring
of 2007 in which representatives from those 
institutions freely shared their insights and 
perspectives about the skills that are required in
order to be successful in the changing landscape
of college campuses and the workplace. Over and
over again, they were affirmed by a consistent
message: True success for students — that is,
success beyond high school — depends upon
teamwork, communication, problem-solving, and
critical thinking. The challenge was clear: It’s
not enough to teach students what to think;
we have to teach them how to think.

The district’s instructional leaders made a point
of communicating to teachers that their work as
education professionals was highly respected.
Teachers had not been doing anything “wrong.”
Education was not “worse” than it had been; it
simply had not changed or evolved to match the
pace of the changing world. Across the district,
through professional development, Opening Day
programs and other messages, teachers were
empowered to elevate the art of teaching, and
were given the tools and information to help
them do so.

Tony Wagner (second from left), author of “Change
Leadership,” facilitates a conversation involving school
and district administrators and members of the DCPS
Board of Education.
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While continuing to value the traditional “Three
R’s” — reading, writing and arithmetic — the
district began emphasizing the importance of the
“new Three R’s” — Rigor, Relevance and
Relationships — in today’s classroom. These 
elements form the foundation of teaching of
learning. 

Every teacher in the district contributed to the
definitions of those terms. (See attachment C,
page 40). Those conversations made it clear
that rigor is not correctly defined as “hard”
or “more homework” or “more questions on a
worksheet.” A rigorous classroom is one in which
students are challenged to think, and to consider
how they will apply, assess or communicate what
they are learning. In a rigorous environment,
students clearly understand how good their work
is, and explore ways to improve their work.

In exploring relevance, educators understood that
students live in a world of instant information.
Kids today demand relevance, asking “Why do I
need to know this?” In responding to that 
question, teachers were encouraged to make
meaningful cross-curricular or “real world” 
connections; providing opportunities for content
application based on student interest or choice
(differentiation); and explaining the purpose for
learning so kids know “why.”

In emphasizing relationships, the DCPS team
encouraged the development of relationships that
foster a mutually caring, respectful and positive
environment, with a goal of strengthening
teacher-teacher, teacher-student, student-stu-
dent, family-school and community-school rela-
tionships.

In May 2007, the district introduced the first of a
series of intensive, intentional professional 
development programs exploring the elements of
quality instruction on which the district would
focus, under the umbrella of a defining “If/Then”
statement: 

“If we ensure quality instruction, 
then all students will learn the knowledge

and skills needed for the 21st century.” 

District and school leadership teams, including
administrators and staff developers, participated
in a “train the trainer” session designed to create

a sense of urgency among all staff for making
instructional changes. The new three R’s — 
rigor, relevance and relationships — provided a
framework for this discussion. As a follow-up to
this session, each school’s leadership team 
scheduled a full day to present the materials and
information to their instructional staff members
and operational (support) employees. It was
determined to begin with rigor as an essential
element of quality instruction.

The first element of rigor involved critical 
thinking; specifically, identifying what critical
thinking looks like in the classroom. Through a
series of videotaped classroom observations, the
team worked to develop consensus for what a 
rigorous lesson involves — both from the teacher
and the student perspectives. As they have 
continued to work on consistent agreement on
what critical thinking looks like in the classroom,
they have also identified other elements involved
in the designing and delivering focused, quality
instruction that challenges and ensures high
expectations for each student.

Representatives from post-secondary education, 
business and industry participated in a series of forums
hosted by DCPS, sharing their insights about skills 
students need to know and be able to do upon 
completion of high school to ensure success in the 
21st century workplace and world. 
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These elements have been introduced in a 
systematic, methodical way, allowing teachers
and instructional leaders to process each area
involved in rigorous expectations. A series of 
professional development programs (May 2008,
summer 2008, fall 2008) focused on essential
questions, higher-order questioning and 
facilitated instruction.

Sharing the Vision
Through intensive professional development and
focus groups, the ExEL team has remained 
committed to sharing its vision with other 
stakeholders within the district and throughout
the community. The leadership team has once
again set the example for continued learning,
exploration and growth, most notably through
“Learning Walks” and “Vertical Alignment
Networks.”

District-wide Learning Walk teams for 2007-2008
were aligned to include representatives from
“feeder schools,” encouraging conversation and
consistency among elementary, middle and high
schools. A total of 24 hours of learning walks
were completed by March 25, 2008, including
general feedback provided by principals to 
teachers whose classrooms were visited. Follow-
up conversation took place at administrator
meetings to assess the effectiveness of the 
learning walks and to have conversation about
next steps for this portion of the work. The

Learning Walks helped all administrators reach
consensus about elements of critical thinking,
including goals for ensuring “rigor, relevance and
relationships” for all students.

The work included identifying rigorous and 
relevant instruction for all students, and sharing
insights and observations about effective 
teaching practices. This process assisted 
administrators in calibrating their thinking
regarding quality instruction. Critical thinking
indicators developed collaboratively by teachers
and administrators were organized per the 
elements of the instructional core — teacher, 
student and content. Use of these indicators
focused the attention of observers on specific
activities and behaviors present in each 
classroom. 

The summer of 2008 brought additional district-
wide professional development that focused on
increasing the level of critical thinking 
instruction in classrooms. Critical thinking was
selected as an area of emphasis for training due
to the foundational support it could provide for
increasing rigor across content areas. The 
training emphasis was on three individual 
critical thinking indicators selected from a more
inclusive list developed collaboratively by 
teachers and administrators over the course of a
year. The indicators addressed in the training
were:
1. Development of essential questions
2. Incorporation of facilitated instruction
3. Use of higher-order questions

Realizing that a one-time training on the use of
these three indicators would not be sufficient,
three follow-up modules were developed for use
on the school level to allow time to revisit use of
essential questions, incorporation of facilitated
instruction and use of higher order questions.
These modules were completed in each school in
three one-hour sessions occurring during the fall
semester. Follow-up sessions were facilitated by
principals, assistant principals and staff 
developers. 

A companion training piece that took place for
administrators during the summer of 2008
included initial exposure to the Mike Rutherford
Learning Centered Schools instructional coaching

All DCPS educators participated in ‘Learning Walks,’
assessing the development of essential questions,
incorporation of facilitated instruction, and use of 
higher-order questions. 
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model. The district team worked closely with
members of the KDE Instructional Support
Network to research this model. Administrators
began to explore opportunities for utilizing the
reflective planning session with master teachers
in this training. A follow-up session in December
2008 introduced the positive reinforcement and
instructional coaching components of the
Rutherford model.

During 2008-2009, building level and district
administrators and staff developers each worked
with two master teachers for the purpose of 
having reflective planning conversations. Use of
this coaching model proved to be a learning 
experience for teachers and administrators as
well. In the initial conversation, the goals, 
activities and assessments for an upcoming 
lesson were discussed. The lesson was observed,
and afterward, the teacher reflected on the lesson
and whether its goals were achieved.

Also during 2008-2009, learning walks took on a
new dimension as administrators and teachers
joined forces to complete observations. As part of
building capacity, all teachers in the district 
participated in at least two teacher-to-teacher
learning walks. A district administrator was
assigned to each school to participate and provide
support for this part of the work. Administrators,
staff developers and teachers were able to
increase common understanding of the critical
thinking indicators. 

Professional development for the summer of 2009
was developed based on feedback from principals
about the instructional needs of teachers. The
emphasis of this training involves four additional
critical thinking indicators from the more 
inclusive list mentioned above — developing
essential questions as part of the long range
instructional plan, providing student choice
through differentiation, making real world 
connections and ensuring that students 
communicate effectively. 

Follow-up work for fall of 2009 includes the 
initiation of a protocol to evaluate the quality of
student assignments. The goal of this work is to
measure the quality of critical thinking activities
students are being exposed to in the classroom.
Initial development of the protocol began in

March 2009 by a committee consisting of district
and school administrators and staff developers,
and was then piloted by teachers.

Throughout this process, the district has 
implemented a renewed emphasis on planning
and collaboration as educators work together to
ensure quality instruction for students. Faculty
and staff members meet regularly to share
expertise and insights. Common planning periods
give teams an opportunity to discuss specific 
student learning issues and strategies for 
success. Teachers are also looking for ways to
coordinate and strengthen lesson plans. This is
based on a belief that students benefit by 
developing a more comprehensive understanding
of topics and how they relate to many areas of
life.

Project-based learning, in which students explore
academic topics in a variety of interactive 
methods, gives students an opportunity to
become fully involved with their own learning.
Increased levels of student engagement take
learning to a higher level as students make 
connections not only to content areas, but also to
life knowledge that is relevant to them, both now
and in the future. Classrooms that focus on
“Rigor, Relevance and Relationships” are exciting
places where teachers challenge students to
process new information through higher-order
thinking skills. When students are involved in

A professional development program facilitated by Mike
Rutherford encouraged conversation about instructional
coaching.

21



active learning, it improves recall and retention,
while also creating a cooperative, tolerant 
environment in which students assume 
responsibility for their own learning.

District administrators have modeled 
expectations for schools and classrooms by
realigning administrative meeting agendas from
“administrivia” to an instructional focus. These
deliberate, concentrated conversations have been
a key element of success in keeping everyone
together as the work has progressed.

Believing that students benefit when schools and
homes work together on their behalf, DCPS
instructional leaders have acknowledged that
students have the right to ask the following 
questions about classroom instruction and the
education they are receiving. These kinds of
questions are also an appropriate “starting point”
for conversations between students and their 

parents, and parents and schools:

1. What is the purpose of this lesson?
2. Why is this important to learn?
3. In what ways am I challenged to think in this 

lesson?
4. How will I apply, assess or communicate what 

I’ve learned?
5. How will I know how good my work is, and 

how I can improve it?
6. Do I feel respected by other students in this 

class?
7. Do I feel respected by the teacher in this class?

Through collaboration with the Green River
Regional Educational Cooperative (GRREC), 
six schools in the district (three elementary, 
two middle, one high school) participated in the
Professional Learning Communities (PLC)
Academy based on the work of Richard and
Rebecca DuFour during the 2008-2009 school

Kent Gwaltney, technology education teacher at Daviess County Middle School, demonstrates a Global Positioning
System and explains real-life applications of the device, such as navigation, map-making, land surveying, 
commerce and science, as well as providing a precise time reference in scientific studies of earthquakes and 
synchronization of telecommunications networks. DCPS teachers are committed to inspiring students to learn so they
can successfully take their places in the world and workplace of the future. 
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year. An additional group of schools will complete
this training during the 2009-10 year. The PLC
is a valuable structure for assistance in moving
the FOV work forward in the DCPS district. 

The ExEL team has also facilitated a series of
book studies, involving school and district 
administrators, to ensure a common 
understanding of the district’s goals and vision.
In particular, the district has adopted a book 
written by Tony Wagner and Robert Kegan as a
blueprint and catalyst for much of the work.
“Change Leadership: A Practical Guide for
Transforming Our Schools” defines seven 
disciplines for strengthening instruction:

1. Urgency for instructional improvement using 
real data

2. Shared vision of good teaching
3. Meetings about the work
4. A shared vision of student results
5. Effective supervision
6. Professional development
7. Diagnostic data with accountable collaboration

The direct connection between growth plans,
improvement plans and professional development
activities has been clearer since the inception of
FOV. The district’s leadership team envisions the
redesigning of individual professional growth
plan for teachers to include components of the
FOV work. Formative evaluation materials for
principals, developed and monitored by members
of the ExEL team, are currently aligned to
ISLLC standards and also help to support FOV. 

Members of the district’s ExEL team also serve
on the district comprehensive planning 
committee, along with members of all 
stakeholder groups; both the district and schools 

have changed the focus of their comprehensive
improvement plans to reflect the FOV 
components. These plans, based on
Commonwealth Accountability Testing System
(CATS) and Measures of Academic Progress
(MAP) data, include long-term comparisons of
student achievement. In this way, the needs of
students and teachers become drivers for the
design of professional development activities.
Periodic reviews of school and district plans by
Site Based Decision Making (SBDM) councils and
the DCPS Board of Education ensure the direct
connection among school/district improvement
plans, professional growth plans and professional
development activities.

Everything done since June 2006 has contributed
a piece toward the big picture of “focusing our
vision on preparing students to succeed for life.”

We are excited about where we have been and
what we are doing … and this is just the 
beginning. While recognizing that true learning
for students is a lifelong journey, we also 
recognize that the work in any one of these areas
will also be a continuing process. In addition to
being teachers and educators, we also consider
ourselves to be students as we continue to
explore and learn together, building upon the
insights and ideas of one another, challenging
one another — and ourselves — with new ideas.

And it is challenging work. We still do not know
exactly how it will all unfold. But while we do not
have all the answers, we do know we must 
continue to ask the questions and rise to the
challenge of focusing our vision on preparing 
students to succeed for life.

DC
PS

Success!
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Daviess schools get critical lesson  
Harvard expert: 'We're looking at the wrong data'  
By Joy Campbell  
Messenger-Inquirer  
October 19, 2006 

Even though Daviess County schools are performing at a high level on state assessment 
tests, that doesn't necessarily mean children are getting the skills they need to be 
successful when they leave high school and enter a knowledge-based economy. 

That was part of the message delivered to Daviess County Public Schools personnel 
Wednesday by Tony Wagner, co-director of the Change Leadership Group at the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education. Wagner is in town this week as part of the district's efforts 
to develop a new model for student success. 

"Even though we may be doing well on CATS, we may not be doing well on the skills 
employers are looking for," Wagner said. 

Only a small percentage of DCPS students are graduating with college degrees, and that 
is a problem, Wagner said. Jobs today and in the future will require education beyond 
high school. 

"Kids who are only prepared for minimum learning are sentenced to minimum-wage 
jobs," Wagner said. 

In 2000, the percentage of adults in Daviess County with a bachelor's degree or higher 
was 18.6 percent, below all other large Kentucky counties except Hardin. 

"Can a district do well on the state test and also teach all students how to think, reason, 
problem-solve and communicate?" Wagner said. "Those skills are the same no matter 
what you do after high school." 

Wagner couldn't say enough about the district's achievements -- including having some of 
the highest-performing elementary schools in the state -- and was quick to point out that 
the challenge is with the American education system. 

But in Daviess County and across the country, "we're looking at the wrong data," he said. 

Nearly one-third of elementary students don't read at grade level by the end of elementary 
school. 
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"On the CATS test, we're doing well, but reading scores tell a different story," Wagner 
said. "There is a direct relationship between reading scores at the elementary level and 
who graduates from high school." 

The consultant and others went on a "learning walk" through Daviess County High 
School on Tuesday and observed a sampling of the teaching and learning going on in 
eight classes. 

"It was totally safe, friendly, clean, and very well-run, and in every class students were on 
task," he said. "We all agreed, however, that in none of them did we see evidence of 
critical-thinking skills. There was a rush to cover material for the test." 

Those classroom scenes of teaching kids how to memorize instead of how to think are 
common across the country, he said. 

"It's not their fault. Teachers and administrators are doing the job given to them, and the 
level of instruction I've seen here is probably a little better than at high schools all over 
the country," he said. "They are a victim of a curriculum that is not demanding enough." 

The consultant led discussions at a packed gymnasium at Highland Elementary School on 
what educators, parents and community leaders need to know to effect change. 

Participants, sitting in small groups, included principals and assistants, staff developers 
and district administrators along with board members and two staff members from the 
Kentucky Department of Education. 

Wagner took them through exercises that included how to define rigor and critical-
thinking skills. 

One video showed how teachers at Urban Academy in New York City help students 
master competencies instead of cover content. At that school for high-risk students, 95 
percent go on to four-year colleges. 

Former state board chairman Helen Mountjoy also attended the first half of the session. 
She is executive vice president of the Economic Development Corp.  

The shift in thinking will be particularly challenging for high-performing schools and 
districts, educators said. 

"Our test scores may give us the impression that we're preparing students better than we 
are," said Mark Owens, Burns Middle School principal. "Things we don't measure are 
important. ... We're just getting back to good teaching and good instruction." 

 

38 



Owens is part of an eight-member team selected to go through the Executive Leadership 
Program for Educators at Harvard Business School, a partnership with The Wallace 
Foundation. 

Most of the team spent a week at Harvard this summer, and that's where they met 
Wagner. DCPS Superintendent Tom Shelton invited him to come to the district as a 
consultant. 

"I'm also here observing as a (Harvard) faculty member," he said. 

The three-year professional development relationship will allow Harvard professors and 
individual consultants to help teams develop their own leadership plans. 

In Daviess County's district, they've changed the mission/vision and are fleshing out a 
new model for success that shows how to continue to make improvements in teaching 
and learning. 

Wednesday's activity with Wagner was part of the district's plan to bring others into the 
planning process, Shelton said. Everyone will have a chance to get involved, he said. 

Joanne Lee, the Harvard leadership coach assigned to Daviess County, made her second 
trip to the county this week. "We want to look at where the district is in terms of 
preparing kids to navigate successfully in the world," Lee said.  

Lee said she has been struck by the principals' positive energy, belief in kids and strong 
desire to do what's best for students. 

"Their previous success is what's going to work for them," she said. "They have 
teamwork, knowledge, resources, a level of trust that's needed, and a superintendent who 
is using his knowledge and skills to help them." 
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Daviess County Public Schools
1622 Southeastern Parkway, Owensboro KY 42303
(270) 852-7000    www.dcps.org    contact@dcps.org 

“The mission of Daviess County Public Schools 
is to prepare students to succeed for life 
by meeting individual needs of students, 

ensuring quality instruction 
and developing a learning community.”

Daviess County Public Schools
Focusing Our Vision on 

Preparing Students to Succeed for Life
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