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Mission Statement

Athens ISD will create an environment where all students are given the opportunity to reach their full potential
and become productive, successful citizens.

Purpose

The purpose of the district is to graduate every student on time, college and work ready.

Vision Statement

Igniting Potential – Inspiring Success

Our Core Beliefs:
● Our business is teaching and learning.
● We believe that all children can learn at or above grade level.
● We believe that it is important to have high expectations so that all children reach their learning

potential.
● We believe that our schools have an important and profound impact of every child’s life.
● We believe that the school’s involvement is one that should demonstrate and promote respect for

students, parents, teachers and all school stakeholders.
● We believe that all children should be taught in facilities that are wholesome, pleasant and safe.
● We believe that we have the responsibility to build good citizens for Athens, Henderson County

and our state.

Board of Trustees

Current board members as of April 2021

● Eugene Buford, President
● Gina Hunter, Vice President
● Chris House, Secretary

● Brian Barker
● Alicea Elliott

● Margaret Richardson
● Freddie Paul

Our Board of Trustees Goals:
● Expect and achieve academic excellence at every campus for all students
● Attract, retain and develop exemplary employees for all jobs in the district.
● Develop/expand programs and services that promote parent/community satisfaction.
● Promote participation in school-sponsored extra/co-curricular activities.
● Provide for all operations in the most cost effective and efficient manner possible.
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District of Innovation Overview

The District of Innovation concept, passed by the 84
th

Legislative Session in House Bill 1842, gives

traditional independent school districts most of the flexibilities available to Texas’ open-enrollment

charter schools.

Potential benefits of becoming a District of Innovation include:

● Local control: Districts decide which flexibilities best suit their local needs.

● Customization: Districts can create an innovation plan for a level of school (e.g., only

high schools), grade level, or a single campus.

● Autonomy: Districts must submit a district of innovation plan to the commissioner of

education, but approval is not required.

● Flexibility: Districts will have the flexibility to implement practices similar to charter

schools, including exemptions from mandates such as:

o School start date

o 90% attendance rule

o Class-size ratios

o Use of planning and preparation periods

o Instructional minutes

o Professional development

o Some financial requirements

o Assessments

o Site-based decision making processes (to the extent required by state law)

The Athens Independent School District believes this level of local control will add flexibility and

empower our district to think and act in innovative ways.

Strategic Plan

Objective 1 – Teaching and Learning:  Create a culture where the social emotional needs of

all students are nurtured and strengthened.

Objective 2 – Teaching and Learning:  Design a system that promotes academic growth for

all students.

Objective 3 – Human Resources:  All stakeholders will actively contribute to a culture of

organizational excellence leading to student success.

Objective 4 – Facilities and Equipment:  Develop a plan to transform facilities into

state-of-the-art learning environments.
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Objective 5 – Community Engagement:  Transform

communication to maximize meaningful dialogue between

all members of Hornet Nation.

District of Innovation – Areas of Focus

Calendar (EB Legal, Ed. Code 25.0811):

Currently, students may not begin school before the 4
th

Monday of August.  For 2017 – 18, the school year

will begin on August 28
th

.  The proposal would look at options for allowing an earlier start date and a

calendar that best fits the needs of the Athens ISD community.

Teacher Contract Days (DCB Legal, DCB Local, TEC 21.401):

Current education law in Chapter 21 defines a teacher contract as a 10 month contract equivalent to 187

days.  The proposal would reduce teacher contract days from 187 to a decreased length with no effect on

teacher salaries.  This would better align the teacher days to 75, 600 minutes required of students.

o Will increase the daily rate the district pays teachers

o Will enhance teacher recruitment

o Will improve teacher morale

Probationary Contracts (Subchapter C; TEC 21.102):

Current education law moves experienced teachers who are new to employment with a district to a term

contract in year two, following a one-year probationary period.  The proposal would consider options to

allow an extended period of probationary employment with the new district before moving to a term

contract.

Teacher Certification (DK Legal, DK Local, TEC 21.003, 21.053):

In the event a district cannot locate a certified teacher for a position or a teacher is teaching a subject

outside of their certification, the district must submit a request to TEA.  TEA then approves or denies this

request.  The proposal would look at options to allow a certified teacher to teach one subject out of their

certified field as well as options for individuals with industry experience in a CTE field to be eligible to

teach vocational courses, and would exempt the district from seeking a waiver from TEA.

Minimum Attendance for Class Credit (TEC 25.092):

Currently, state law requires students to attend class 90% of the school days in order to earn credit. The

law requires districts to award class credit to students based on ‘seat time’ rather than based on content

mastery.  The proposal would allow flexibility so the district will not be required to penalize students who

miss class due to extra/co-curricular activities, academic activities, or other extenuating circumstances.

District-Level and Site-Based Decision-Making (TEC 11.252, 11.253):

Currently, state law requires the establishment of both district-level and campus-level site-based

decision-making committees for the purpose of guiding staff in the improvement of student performance in

order to attain state standards.  Over a period of years, a growing list of compliance measures has caused

district/campus plans to lose relevance, removing the freedom of local stakeholders to develop plans to address

the uniqueness of each campus and each district.  The proposal would allow the district to establish campus
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strategic planning committees to work in conjunction with the district’s

already established strategic planning committee, thereby eliminating

the need to conduct two separate processes.

District of Innovation Timeline- Renewal year 2021

November 11, 2020

Leadership meeting to discuss renewal of District of Innovation Plan

April 1, 2021

Administrative staff discuss timeline

April 5, 2021

Virtual evaluation of plan by original committee members

April 16, 2021

Virtual input from committee approved of moving forward with renewal of District of innovation plan

April 26, 2021

Public hearing to explain and discuss the possibility of becoming a District of Innovation

April 26, 2021

Presentation of District of Innovation plan to the School Board to consider resolution

April 27, 2021

Post the District of Innovation plan on the district website for 30 days

April 27, 2021

Notify Commissioner of Education of the board’s intention to vote on adoption of proposed plan

June 28, 2021

Public hearing to explain and discuss the possibility of reviewing our District of Innovation plan

June 28, 2021

Board of Trustees votes on the District of Innovation plan

June 28, 2021

Begin the process of updating all policy changes with TASB;

Begin the process of communicating with students, parents, teachers, community
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TERM OF PROPOSED  PLAN:  Five Years (June 28, 2021 –June 27, 2026)

District of Innovation Committee Members

Bel Air Elementary

Lisa Howell, principal

Juan Moreno, teacher

Lauren Carnes, teacher

Central Athens Elementary

Claudia Stiles, principal

Sandy Carter, instructional coach

Athens Middle School

Jennifer Risinger, principal

Sanetta Johnson, teacher

Athens High School

Robert Becker, teacher

Luz Dunaway, teacher

District Support Center

Dr. Janie Sims, district superintendent

Toni Clay, communications coordinator

Brooke Brock, director of special populations

Ginger Morrison, Assistant superintendent of School Operations

Jami Ivey, Assistant superintendent of Instruction and Accountability

Business Representatives

Jessica Richardson, executive with Hope Springs Water

Lange Svehlak, Athens Daily Review publisher

Community Members

Stephanie Rincon

Jaime Cortez

AISD Parents

DeShawn Rodriguez

Denise Swartwood
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District of Innovation – Proposed Guidelines

I. First Day of Instruction

Exemption from:  TEC Section 25.0811 – A school district may not begin instruction

for students for a school year before the fourth Monday in August.

Manner in which the law inhibits:

This law restricts flexibility in the design of annual instructional calendars to fit the needs of

the school district and community.

Benefit of exemption:

● The flexibility to begin instruction earlier in the month of August will enable the district to

develop a calendar that best meets the needs of the students in Athens ISD.

● Decreases regression in learning by shortening the time students are out of school in the

summer.

● Provides continuous learning and maximizes student performance by providing shorter

breaks throughout the school year.

● Balances the lengths of fall and spring semesters.

● Creates more instructional time before mandatory testing.

● Provides a school end date prior to the month of June that will enable the district to support

students who need remediation.

● Balanced semesters will align with college semesters, allowing more opportunities for

summer school, internships, and industrial certification opportunities.

II. Teacher Contract Days

Exemption from:  TEC Section 21.401 – Current education law defines a teacher contract

as a 10 month contract equivalent to 187 days.

Manner in which the law inhibits:

A recent change in school law has converted required student instructional and attendance

days to 75,600 minutes.  This change has resulted in the possibility of decreasing the number

of days students must attend school, but does not address a similar need to decrease the

number of days required for teachers if a district deems it appropriate to do so.

Benefit of exemption:

● The proposal would better align the number of teacher days to the 75,600 minutes

required of students.

● Reduces teacher contract days from 187 to a decreased length with no effect on

teacher salaries.

● The proposal would increase the daily rate the district pays teachers.
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● Enhances teacher recruitment.

● Improves teacher morale.

District of Innovation – Proposed Guidelines

III. Probationary Contracts

Exemption from:  TEC Section 21.102 – Probationary periods for newly hired teachers

who have been in public education for at least five of the previous eight years cannot exceed

one year.

Manner in which the law inhibits:

This limited time period is insufficient in some cases to fully determine the teacher’s

effectiveness in the classroom.  The time restriction may, also, negatively impact a newly hired

teacher who may struggle with circumstances beyond his/her control, and who needs an

additional year to demonstrate capabilities.

Benefit of exemption:

● The flexibility to extend the time period will permit the district the option to issue a

probationary contract for a period of up to two years for experienced teachers, counselors,

librarians, or nurses new to the district that have been employed as a teacher in public

education for at least five of the eight previous years.

● Currently, contracts for Athens ISD teachers are extended in either March or April which

demands that employment decisions must be made without the benefit of an entire school

year for evaluating teacher effectiveness.

● Provides sufficient time for teacher mentoring.

● Increases retention rates by allowing campus administrators sufficient time to observe

teacher effectiveness.

IV. Teacher Certification

Exemption from:  TEC Section 21.003, 21.053 – Requires that a person may not be

employed as a teacher by a district unless the person holds an appropriate certification or

permit issued by the appropriate state agency.

Manner in which the law inhibits:

The statutory certification requirements limit the ability of the district to hire teachers in

highly specialized or hard-to-fill areas.  Through an exemption from existing teacher

certification requirements for dual and career/technical teachers, Athens ISD will be granted

the flexibility to hire professionals in specialized trades and vocations to teach identified career

and technical courses, and non-core electives if certified teachers are not available.
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Benefit of exemption:

● Local qualifications will allow the district to:

o Hire experienced teachers to pick up an elective in an area in which they are

qualified

o Hire community college instructors

o Offer dual credit opportunities in CTE courses

District of Innovation – Proposed Guidelines

● Recruit teachers from the field, including individuals from certain trades and/or vocations

with industry knowledge and real world experience

● Flexibility will afford more students the opportunity to take dual credit courses if certified

teachers are not available to teach those courses.

The district’s first and preferred option would be to hire a qualified applicant with a TEA certification.

If no qualified or appropriate candidates are available the following procedures would be

implemented:

● Principals may submit to the superintendent, or designee, a request to allow a certified

teacher to teach one class period out of their certified field.

● An individual with college teaching or industry experience could be eligible to teach a

course through a local teaching certificate.  The campus principal would make a request to

the superintendent, or designee, and make all credentials available.  The superintendent

would have the capability to hire the person on a local certification and the individual

would be employed on an at-will basis with the district.

The individual qualifications would include demonstrated subject matter expertise, such as:

● Professional work experience

● Formal training and education

● Relevant industry license, certification, registration

● Any combination of work experience, training and education or industry credential related

to the subject matter he or she will be teaching

All candidates would be carefully considered to ensure the individual has sufficient education and

expertise to provide instruction necessary to meet the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS)

for the course(s) to be taught.
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Before issuing a school district teaching permit to an individual, the district would ensure that the

individual completed the criminal background check in compliance with the State Board of Education

(SBEC) rules.

District of Innovation – Proposed Guidelines

V. Minimum Attendance for Class Credit or Final Grade (90 Percent Attendance

Rule)

Exemption from:  TEC Section 25.092 – State law currently requires students attend

class 90 percent of the school days in order to earn credit.  The law requires districts to award

class credit to students based on seat time rather than based on mastery of the content.

Manner in which the law inhibits:

The 90 percent rule is an arbitrary percentage, which means school districts must award credit

based on seat time rather than based on actual content mastery.  Students who miss class due

to extra/co-curricular activities, academic activities, or other extenuating circumstances are

penalized by having to make up absences in the evenings or on Saturdays.  The rule

discourages some students to participate in extracurricular activities.

Benefit of exemption:

● The flexibility removes penalties from students who may miss class due to participation in

extra/co-curricular activities, academic activities, or other extenuating circumstances, but

who demonstrate an understanding of concepts and mastery of content.

● Allows the district to promote student engagement, as well as social and emotional

development, by encouraging more students to participate in such activities.

● Allows counselors and administrators to refocus efforts on students who are truly at risk,

while simultaneously providing rigor and relevance in the curriculum.

● Provides educational advantages to students of the district by promoting learning through

innovation in the methods, locations, and times instruction may be delivered to students,

thereby accommodating students with legitimate scheduling conflicts, reducing dropout

rates, and increasing the number of qualifying graduates.

Relief from Section 25.092 does not in any way impact or alter existing compulsory attendance

requirements or University Interscholastic League (UIL) rules.  It will in no way limit or modify a

teacher’s right to assign grades or to determine final grades.

VI. District-Level and Site-Based Decision-Making

Exemption from:  TEC Sections 11.252 and 11.253 - TEC 11.252 states each school

district shall have a district improvement plan that is developed, evaluated, and revised
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annually, in accordance with district policy, by the superintendent with the assistance of the

district-level committee established under Section 11.251.  The purpose of the district

improvement plan is to guide district and campus staff in the improvement of student

performance for all student groups in order to attain state standards in respect to the

achievement indicators adopted under Sections 39.053©(1)-(4).

TEC 11.253 states that each school district shall maintain current policies and procedures to

ensure that effective planning and site-based decision-making occur at each campus to direct

and support the improvement of student performance for all students.

Manner in which the law inhibits:

Currently, a list of compliance measures outlined in TEC 11.252 and TEC 11.253 has become

burdensome and has caused the campus and district plans to lose relevance.  As the list of

requirements has grown over the years the process has become bureaucratic in nature, and

more a matter of compliance than a practical and meaningful exercise that should involve

thoughtful planning.

Benefit of exemption:

● Athens ISD will replace the former district/campus level site-based decision-making

committees and processes with a strategic planning process.  The district already has

established a strategic planning committee to develop goals and action plans for a variety of

initiatives.  Athens ISD will expand this concept to include campus level strategic planning

committees.

● The campus level committees will meet at least two times per year to generate a strategic

plan for campus resources and efforts, and to review progress.

● The district level committee will meet at least one time per year to review progress, and

once every three years to review and update both short-term and long-term goals and

action steps.
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● Under the District of Innovation plan, the list of requirements in the district and campus

improvement plans will be replaced with a strategic planning process.  Compliance items

included in TEC 11.252 and 11.253 will be replaced by relevant strategic plan components

that will directly address the unique needs, talents, and interests of the community and staff

of Athens ISD.  The targeted focus will be directed by the vision and mission statements of

the district, as well as specific goals developed by the Board of Trustees.

● A major benefit will be the consolidation of two separate processes currently in place in

Athens ISD into one meaningful, relevant, and practical plan that will be tailored

specifically for each campus and the district with the purpose of empowering and impacting

student achievement, and developing partnerships between the school district and our

community.
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DISTRICT OF INNOVATION-AMENDMENT (1)
February 2022

Athens ISD seeks relief in the area of:

Teacher Certification Requirements

Exemption from:  TEC 21.003, TEC 21.053, DBA (LEGAL), DBA (LOCAL)

TEC 21.003 states that a person may not be employed as a teacher by a school district unless

the person holds an appropriate certificate or permit issued by the appropriate state agency.

In the event a district cannot locate a certified teacher for a position or a teacher is teaching a

subject outside of their certification, the district must request emergency certification from

the Texas Education Agency and/or State Board of Educator Certification. This system is

burdensome and does not take into account the unique financial and or instructional needs

of the district. TEC 21.053 requires a teacher to present his or her certificate to the district

before their employment contract will be binding, and prohibits the district from paying an

educator, or teacher if the educator does not hold a valid certification at the time.

District of Innovation-Proposed Amendment-Teacher Certification

Requirements

The district will maintain its preferred option which is to hire qualified applicants with a

valid Texas Certification; however, when that is not reasonably possible, the district ‘s

exemption from TEC 21.003 would allow the district to have the flexibility to hire certified

teachers outside their certification area or non-certified persons who are knowledgeable and

equipped to teach based on but not limited to a degree and/or life or work experience.

● Principals may submit to the superintendent, or designee, a request for a local

certification that will allow a certified teacher to teach courses or grades for which

he/she is not certified. The principal must specify in writing the reason for the

request and document what credentials, or experience the teacher possesses that

would qualify this individual to teach the proposed subject/grade level. The

superintendent will have the authority under this exemption to assign certified

teachers to a subject or grade level for which the teacher is not certified.

● Principals may submit to the superintendent, or designee, a request for a local

certification that will allow out-of-state certified teachers to teach in the

subject/course/grade level of certification. Principals may also submit for an

out-of-state certified teacher to teach in an area outside their certification. The

superintendent will have the authority under this exemption to assign out-of-state

certified teachers to teach in their area of certification as well as out of their area of
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certification.

● Principals may submit to the superintendent, or designee, non-certified persons who

are knowledgeable and equipped to teach science, technology, math, courses in

languages other than English, and all core academic subjects. The principal must

specify in writing the reason for the request and document what credentials, or

experience the individual possesses that would qualify them to teach the proposed

subject. The superintendent will have the authority under this exemption to select

and employ non-certified persons who meet district qualifications.

The superintendent will report to the board any hiring or assignments made under these

exemptions. Individuals falling in any of the above categories will be placed on a local permit

that will be reviewed and renewed annually. When possible, non-certified individuals will be

partnered with a certified teacher in the same field to assist in planning and providing

support. Non-certified individuals shall be trained and follow the district guidelines for

required observations.

Under the above exemptions, the district will not be required to submit to TEA any teacher

certification waiver request, state permit applications, or other such paperwork regarding

these teachers. The district will ensure that all individuals assigned to teach in the district

have the necessary resources to be successful.

Athens ISD seeks relief in the area of:

Local School Health Advisory Council (SHAC)

Exemption from: TEC 28.004; BDF (LEGAL)

TEC 28.004 (d) requires the school board to establish a local school health advisory council

to assist the district in ensuring that local community values are reflected in the district’s

health decisions, including health instruction. TEC 28.004 (d-1) states that the local school

health advisory council shall meet at least four times each year.

District of Innovation-Proposed Amendment-Local School Health Advisory

Council (SHAC)

The district will be exempt from the requirements of TEC 28.004 (d) which would allow the

district to have flexibility in the make-up of the committee as well as the required 4 meetings

per year (d-1).

● The District employs 5 certified nurses, who remain current with health issues,

especially those affecting public school staff and students. The five nurses will work in

coordination with district and campus members to seek feedback and ensure

community values are reflected in decision making regarding the health and safety of

staff and students including but not limited to: physical activity, health related

curriculum, food services, and other related needs.
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● The members of the local health advisory council will determine how often the

committee should meet; however, the committee shall meet at least once per year.

● Additional meetings would be on an as needed basis.

Athens ISD seeks relief in the area of:

Designation of Campus Behavior Coordinator

Exemption from: TEC 37.0012; FO (LEGAL)

TEC 37.0012 requires the district to designate a person to serve as the campus behavior

coordinator who is primarily responsible for maintaining student discipline and the

implementation of TEC Chapter 37.

District of Innovation-Proposed Amendment-Behavior Coordinator

The district will be exempt from the requirements of TEC 37.0012 which is burdensome on

individual campus administrators.

● Multiple administrators will be appointed as the campus behavior coordinator. This

will allow all campus administrators to collaboratively monitor the compliance of

Chapter 37.

○ The district will maintain all duties and responsibilities outlined for the CBC

while the role is being filled by multiple administrators.

Athens ISD seeks relief in the area of:

Class Size (Grades 1-4)

Exemption from: TEC 25.112; 25.113; EEB (LEGAL)

TEC 25.112 states that a school district may not enroll more than 22 students in a

kindergarten, first, second, third and fourth grade class. TEC 25.113 requires a district to

provide written notice of a class size exception to each student affected by the exception.

District of Innovation-Proposed Amendment-Class Size (Grades 1-4)

The district will be exempt from the requirements of TEC 25.112 and 25.113 in grades 1-4

● In grades 1-4, class size could exceed 22:1. This will prevent the relocation of students

to another attendance zone and allow them to remain on their zoned campus.

○ Once the class size exceeds the 22:1 ratio, the following will be reviewed each

time before placement:

■ Grade and subject(s)

■ Dynamics of the classroom

■ Availability of space and resources

■ Effects of campus relocation if needed
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