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PROGRAM NAME
ASPIRE Educational Improvement Model

DISTRICT DILEMMA
The Houston Independent School District
(HISD) had many different improvement
initiatives, but not many were districtwide. It
was critical to align all of the district’s im-
provement efforts under the ASPIRE (Accel-
erating Student Progress Increasing Results
and Expectations) model to organize and
maximize their impact. A model alignment
was needed to connect the work and serve as
a decision-making framework for new or ex-
isting initiatives. Furthermore, it was neces-
sary to align with the model expectations
around new measures of accountability that
focused on individual student academic
progress. Finally, the Houston school board
and administration sought to recognize
school leaders, educators, and staff who con-
tributed to the district’s mission of helping all
students become college/career ready.

SOLUTION
ASPIRE connects all of HISD’s educational
improvement initiatives and encompasses in-
novative technology solutions, professional
development, and communications. It en-
courages ongoing collaboration locally and
nationally to address challenges and share
best practices. It recognizes and celebrates
the contributions of staff and community
who realize that all students can make
progress, and it informs the district’s research
efforts and policy development.

BOARD INVOLVEMENT
One of the priorities of the board is to en-
sure that the district has the highest-quality
work force. The board champions the
HISD’s human capital development efforts
by looking differently at how the district re-
cruits, obtains, rewards, and retains highly
effective teachers and staff members. Thus,
the board developed a program to recognize
and reward school leaders and staff who
make the most impact on student progress
by paying them at the highest levels. Its
commitment has been evident from the be-
ginning and has continued despite major
challenges and opposition during the evolu-

tion of the ASPIRE Awards Program. The
board’s commitment continued as the initia-
tive became more successful and pushed the
HISD to identify ways to take the initiative
to even higher levels.

RESULTS
Through ASPIRE, the HISD created an
aligned system of educational supports fo-
cused on developing human capital, improv-
ing teaching and learning, informing prac-
tice, and recognizing excellence. It focused
on accelerating students’ academic progress
to dramatically raise academic achievement.
The number of exemplary schools rose from
15 to 38, and the number of recognized
schools rose from 69 to 119 from 2006 to
2008. Student scores on state and national
achievement and college-readiness tests are
at record highs. The program enabled stu-
dents to take more dual-credit and Advanced
Placement courses, and it created one of the
nation’s largest differentiated compensation
programs that it hopes will increase the reten-
tion rates of highly effective teachers and staff.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Contact Karen Garza, chief academic officer,
at ksoehnge@houstonisd.org. The district’s
website is at www.houstonisd.org.

HISD principals collaboratively review their 2008 Value-Added
Reports to discuss the impact of their curriculum, instruction, 

programs, and practices on student achievement and focus on
continuous improvement.
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