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Aldine Reforms at a Glance
Over the course of 20 years, the Aldine Independent School District (AISD) has taken a “systemwide” approach to reform,
focusing on several School System 20/20 transformation areas in three distinct phases.
STANDARDS AND INSTRUCTION

SCHOOL SUPPORT

FUNDING

PHASE I ACTIONS
Setting and
Supporting
Standardized
Curriculum and
Instruction

Set clear and specific curriculum
and instructional standards that
are aligned with state standards:
• Set benchmark targets for each
subject area and grade level,
and divided them into six- or
nine-week sequences
• Increased the level of rigor by
moving toward more advanced
competencies
Introduced data-driven instruction
through an online curriculum and
assessment system, TRIAND,
that is implemented through
teaching teams regularly
meeting together
SCHOOL DESIGN

Provided greater and more
customized support to schools:

Provided greater transparency
and flexibility in funding:

• Created four “verticals” of
schools to improve instructional
integration to follow students
as they grow

• Rolled out staffing formula to
allocate funds to schools

• Reduced number of school
leaders reporting to each
area superintendent
• Implemented “horizontal”
meetings to share
instructional strategies

LEADERSHIP

SCHOOL SUPPORT

PHASE II ACTIONS
Focusing on
Leadership and
School Support

Offered centralized strategy for Limited
English Proficient (LEP) students,
centered on targeted interventions:
• Provided English immersion
opportunities to higherproficiency LEP students
• Used same materials in LEP
class as mainstream class
Offered districtwide Responseto-Intervention (RTI)
STANDARDS AND INSTRUCTION

Strengthened districtwide
staff development:
• Offered centralized training of
principals to be better equipped
as instructional leaders
• Created three-year succession
plan for principals to build
strong pipeline of school
leaders

TEACHING

Established performance
measurement systems
and processes:
• Developed quarterly scorecards to be used by all key
stakeholders districtwide
• Started a turnaround strategy
for higher-need schools

SCHOOL DESIGN

PHASE III ACTIONS
Developing
Teachers and
Optimizing
School-Level
Practices

Raised performance standards
at each school:
• Developed and used an
assessment of instructional
rigor for school walk-throughs

Supported teachers with a
new evaluation system and
professional development
opportunities:

Offered master schedule to
focus on core and make studentteacher assignments based
on data:

• Introduced a new teacher
evaluation system: Invest

• Required high schools to have
block schedules

• Created Professional Learning
Community (PLC) opportunities

• Required middle to high
schools to have 45-minute
intervention period every day
• Introduced data-based teacher
assignment with the Giffin Model

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Rewards of Perseverance
The Power of a Systemwide Focus on Students, Teachers, and Leaders
This case study uses the School System 20/20 framework to examine how the Aldine Independent School
District (AISD) is transforming its policies and structures to better align resources with student and
teacher needs. To see the full report, visit www.erstrategies.org.

What Is School System 20/20?
ERS’ School System 20/20 is a framework to guide district transformation so that every school
succeeds for every student because of the system—not in spite of it. This framework can help district
leaders identify and prioritize the system changes that are necessary to improve student outcomes.
This case study explores Aldine’s experience through the School System 20/20 lens.
The School System 20/20 framework is made up of three parts:
• A vision of school system success, comprising seven key areas of transformation (see image on the
inside back cover).
• A diagnostic that includes qualitative and quantitative assessments to help districts measure and
track their progress in creating the conditions that promote practices and resource use to support
excellent instruction.
• A process for reviewing those assessments, and collaboratively identifying changes to system conditions and practices that will lead to improved student performance. School System 20/20 is based
on our years of experience working with a diverse array of school systems, our extensive collection
of data from those districts, and published research on what works best for students.
Guided by its Core Beliefs and Commitments, the leadership of Aldine Independent School District
has continuously redesigned district policies and structures to meet its changing needs over 20 years.
In this case study, we use the ERS School System 20/20 framework to understand Aldine’s actions at
the level of whole-system reform, and to help apply lessons learned to other districts. While Aldine
did not base its reforms on School System 20/20, the district’s actions align squarely with the framework’s vision and strategies. Aldine’s story illustrates how transforming “legacy” structures and
policies at the district level can drive school improvement and student outcomes.
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Aldine, Texas: Meeting Increasing Challenges of
Rapid Growth and Change
Located 15 miles north of the city center of Houston, Texas, Aldine Independent School District (AISD)
is a large, urban school district that has faced daunting challenges since the early 1990s—including a
significant increase in the proportion of low-income and Limited English Proficiency (LEP) students. At
the same time, it has faced the introduction of three increasingly rigorous, high-stakes state tests—TAAS
(Texas Assessment of Academic Skills) in 1990, replaced by TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and
Skills) in 2003, and by STAAR (State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness) in 2011.
In 1994, AISD got a wake-up call when it received an “Academically Acceptable” rating (which is just
above “Low Performing” as rated by the Texas Educational Agency) for the second consecutive year
and posted only 51 percent proficiency on the TAAS. District leadership realized the urgent need for
reforms to turn student performance around. Rather than addressing its challenges one school at a time,
the district embarked on a long-term, “whole system” approach to reforms.
AISD has achieved impressive results. Though each new test brought an initial dip in student
performance (which was also true statewide), for the better part of 20 years the district has steadily
improved student outcomes, reducing achievement gaps and rivaling statewide test averages, even
with a much higher-need population. In 2009, the district was awarded the prestigious Broad Prize
for Urban Education to recognize its approach and student results.
Notable achievements include:
• Increased student proficiency rates—From 51 to 87 percent during the TAAS years
(1994–2002), and from 43 to 75 percent during the TAKS years (2003–2011)—a jump
of over 30 percentage points both times, ending each phase on par with the state’s average.
2014 proficiency on the more rigorous STAAR was 69 percent, slightly below state average
overall, but on par for economically disadvantaged students.
• Strong graduation rates, reaching 82 percent in 2014.
• Reduced achievement gap between white and African-American students, from 31 percentage
points in 1994 to 12 percentage points in 2014.
Importantly, during the same period these improvements were achieved, AISD’s low-income
student population increased by almost 30 percent, from 55 percent to 82 percent.
AISD leadership is not satisfied with current performance on the new STAAR assessment. The more
rigorous college-and career-ready standards will require more significant shifts in instructional practice and school structures that will take more time. A number of schools in the district are making
significant progress on STAAR, and AISD is learning from these successes as well as leveraging its
historical focus on teacher and leader capacity and data-driven instruction to reinvent its approach to
meet these new, higher standards.
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A Three-Phased Approach
AISD leaders recognized the need for a “whole system” approach to reform centered on identifying,
developing, and supporting great teachers and school leaders as the driving force behind student
performance. Over 20 years, the district pursued a three-phased approach to reform, with each phase
building on the foundation of the previous one:
• Phase I (1990–99): Setting and Supporting Standardized Curriculum and Instruction.
The starting place was instruction—supporting principals and teachers in meeting the new standards
by providing central support, resources, and professional development. Actions spanned the School
System 20/20 areas of Standards, School Support, and Funding, and included:
– Setting clear and specific curriculum and instructional standards
– Introducing a process for data-driven instruction
– Supporting school leaders to ensure consistent use of standards-based instruction
– Providing greater transparency and flexibility in funding to empower school leaders
• Phase II (2000–10): Focusing on Leadership and School Support. After the shift to the TAKS
test in 2002, it was clear that instructional focus, while critical, was not enough. The district
introduced clearer standards for school performance and focused on developing principal capacity.
In addition, it launched efforts to support the expanding LEP population and provide additional
support to struggling schools. Actions spanned the areas of School Design, Leadership, and School
Support, and included:
– Providing targeted inventions for LEP students
– Offering districtwide Response-to-Intervention (RTI) for struggling students
– Strengthening support for principals around instruction
– Developing a strong pipeline of school leaders
– Establishing performance measurement and increasing accountability
– Launching a turnaround strategy for the highest-need schools
• Phase III (2010–present): Developing Teachers and Optimizing School-Level Practices.
With a strong and supported principal cadre in place and the introduction of STAAR in 2012,
AISD took the next steps to improve teaching effectiveness in order to boost student outcomes.
This phase focuses on measuring and managing teaching effectiveness, and on reorganizing people
and time within schools to better meet the needs of struggling students. Actions spanned the areas
of Standards, Teaching, and School Design, and included:
– Clarifying and raising performance expectations at each school
– Introducing a new teacher evaluation system called Invest to increase differentiation and improve
teacher support
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– Creating collaborative professional development opportunities for teachers via Professional
Learning Communities
– Restructuring schedules to focus on core courses and to provide support for struggling students
– Introducing data-based teacher assignment to assign teachers to student groups with whom
they are the most successful
Tracking changes in Aldine’s structure and policies over each phase using the School System 20/20
methodology illustrates clearly how these changes enable better practice and resource use within and
across schools. Often, AISD has launched reforms centrally in order to test the approach, to ensure
quality, and to support school leaders, before extending them to the school level over time as the
reforms are better understood and schools have more capability to take them on.
The next page illustrates the progress that Aldine’s reforms have made against the School System
20/20 framework in both creating enabling conditions and translating those conditions into more
aligned use of resources.

Results from Aldine’s Focus on Supporting Teachers and Leaders
In Education Resource Strategies’ 2014 survey of AISD’s 72 principals, the 37 respondents expressed positive experiences with support, growth, and opportunities for teachers.

92%	
agree or strongly agree that the district continues to provide
them with the support and training they need to be effective

92%	
agree or strongly agree that “effective school leaders within my
districts are given opportunities to grow with challenging assignments”

86%	
reported that their teachers “usually” or “always” collaborate
over content and students
On the national Student and Staffing survey, teachers rated AISD significantly higher
on a five-point scale than the national average:

3.5 for level of support, compared to the national average of 2.2
3.7 	for development of a schoolwide professional learning
community, compared to 1.8 nationally

3.6	for level of control over their practice (e.g., curriculum, discipline), 		
compared to 3.2 nationally
Source: ERS Principal Survey, 2014; NCES, 2015; Operation Public Education, 2015
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School System 20/20 Report Card: Aldine Independent School District
This chart summarizes the results of the School System 20/20 assessment tools.

* Because data for these years were not available, these reflect results only from qualitative questions.
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“We have worked hard to recruit, retain, and support great teachers
and leaders, and we are proud to recognize their extraordinary
accomplishments. But we can’t let our success take our eyes off of
the problems and questions that persist. It’s a continuous process.”
— Superintendent Wanda Bamberg
Aldine Independent School District
66

Lessons from Aldine
Over the course of 20 years, the Aldine Independent School District has demonstrated the potential for
transforming school and student performance by developing a clear vision for district-wide change,
establishing the system conditions for that change, and aligning resource use with student and school
needs. The Aldine experience highlights five important lessons for district leaders:
• A clear vision and stable leadership matter. Aldine’s last three superintendents have each enjoyed
tenures of seven years or more and have developed their successors internally. They have also worked
closely with school boards that have supported both their administrations and their succession
plans. This has allowed the district to maintain focus on a clear vision, and to evolve that vision
as necessary to respond to student and school needs.
• You can’t do everything all at once. Especially in chronically underperforming districts, leaders may
be paralyzed by the feeling that everything is broken and find it difficult to know where to start. AISD
was deliberate about focusing in each phase of its reform journey in a small number of highly leveraged areas—starting with clear standards for instruction, then building strong school leadership through
support and accountability, and then moving to improve teaching quality, also through support and
accountability and now beginning to differentiate student support and teacher assignments. Importantly,
in each phase the district took on systemic, structural areas—redefining teacher evaluation, for instance—
instead of just layering programmatic changes over underlying structures that weren’t working.
• Invest in getting the right people in place, then developing and retaining them. Throughout the
reforms of the past two decades, AISD has been steadfast in its commitment to building talent from
within. The majority of AISD principals were previously teachers in the district, and many teachers are
hired from other positions within the district. The trust and loyalty that this approach has engendered
have allowed district leadership to make more sweeping changes than otherwise might have been possible.
• Balance central support with school-level flexibility. Aldine often launched reforms centrally to test
the approach, ensure quality, and support school leaders before extending them to the school level over
time as the reforms are better understood and schools have more capability to take them on.
• Identify and replicate best practices. AISD’s centralized approach with flexibility has resulted
in wide variations in practices across schools, specifically in the areas of teacher collaboration,
the use of student data to adjust instruction, and scheduling and student grouping. This rich
variation provides the opportunity for the district to identify successful practices and look for
ways to broaden their adoption at additional schools.
AISD’s focused and systematic approach has helped it to attain and maintain high levels of achievement
among a high-need student population over more than 20 years. The challenges presented by the
significantly more rigorous TEKS standards and STAAR assessments are daunting, but Aldine is well
positioned to meet this challenge with a strong, happy teaching and school leadership corps, and
many examples of best practices at individual schools. By building on these strong foundations, AISD
can continue to lead the way for system-level reform.
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Teaching

Standards and Instruction

A new way we hire,
assign, support, pay, and
promote teachers.

Rigorous, college-andcareer-ready standards, and
curricula to achieve them.

School Design

A reimagined school day
with new schedules and
dynamic groupings.

Partners

Partnering to create innovative
and cost-effective ways to
serve students better.

Leadership

Leadership roles with
clear goals, accountability,
and career paths, and
the flexibility and support
to achieve results.

Funding

Systems that allocate
resources equitably and
flexibly across schools.

School Support

A central office that is
a service and strategy
partner instead of a
compliance watchdog.
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The School System 20/20 Vision
For this case study, we analyze Aldine’s progress through the School System 20/20 Diagnostic.
It serves as the lens through which ERS measures system improvement.
From this:
STANDARDS AND INSTRUCTION

Inconsistent standards that
don’t prepare kids to think critically,
creatively, or collaboratively.
TEACHING

Isolated job, limited opportunities
for growth or teaming, and career
and compensation paths unconnected
to performance or contribution.
SCHOOL DESIGN

A one-size-fits-all learning
environment with rigid schedules
and class sizes that don’t
accommodate different learning needs.
LEADERSHIP

Limited autonomy, flexibility, and
support that do little to develop
and promote strong leadership.

SCHOOL SUPPORT

Central office focused on compliance
and oversight rather than productive
partnerships with schools.
FUNDING

Wide funding variances across
schools, even after adjusting for
differences in student needs.

PARTNERS

Schools struggling to provide
the full range of social, emotional,
health, and other services.

To this:

Rigorous, college-and-career-ready
standards with effective curricula,
instructional strategies, and
assessments to achieve them.
Selective hiring, development, and
strategic assignment to schools and
teams. Career path and compensation
enable growth and reward contribution.
Schools with restructured teams and
schedules; personalized learning and
support that responds to student needs
and promotes instructional collaboration.
Leadership roles with clear goals,
accountability and career paths,
and the flexibility and support to
achieve results.
A central office that serves as a
strategy partner, leveraging data
to increase efficiency and identify
best practices.
Systems that allocate resources—
people, time, and money—equitably,
according to student and school needs.

Partnering with families, community
institutions, youth service organizations,
and online instructors to serve
students’ needs.

For the complete report on Aldine and other School System 20/20 publications,
go to ERStrategies.org/system2020

Education Resource Strategies (ERS) is a non-profit organization
dedicated to transforming how urban school systems organize resources—
people, time, and money—so that every school succeeds for every student.
The School System 20/20 assessment tools help district leaders understand
whether their district policies, structures, and practices create the conditions
for improving student performance at scale—and how well their resources are
aligned with the areas most critical to improving student outcomes.
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