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Introduction 

The District of Innovation concept was passed into law by the 84th Legislative Session 
in House Bill 1842, which created Texas Education Code Chapter 12A.  The law allows 
traditional independent school districts to become Districts of Innovation and to 
obtain exemption from certain provisions of the Texas Education Code.   The law 
prescribes the process through which a traditional independent school district may 
become a District of Innovation.   

Florence ISD is utilizing House Bill 1842 to exercise more local control in decision-
making and to become more innovative regarding the comprehensive educational 
program for its students.  Additionally, Florence ISD will have increased autonomy 
from some statutory constraints that govern educational programming as well as the 
flexibility to develop and implement an innovative plan based on campus and district 
needs of its students, staff, and community.   

Process 

On January 16, 2017, the Florence ISD Board of Trustees unanimously passed a 
resolution to initiate the process for consideration of designation as a District of 
Innovation (DOI). The final DOI Plan developed by a 24-member committee was 
approved on May 17, 2017 by the FISD Board of Trustees.  

RENEWAL PROCESS 

FISD began the process of renewing the adopted DOI Plan set to expire on May 17, 
2022. Strategies within the plan were amended based on changes in statute and 
identified needs of the district brought up by the committee. The final document was 
approved by the FISD Board of Trustees on March 21, 2022. 

Term of the Local Innovation Plan 

The term of the Local Innovation Plan is for a period of five years, beginning upon 
approval of the Florence ISD Board of Trustees, unless the plan is terminated or 
amended earlier by the Board of Trustees in accordance with statute. 
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District of Innovation Planning Committee 
Paul Michalewicz, Chairman Superintendent of Schools 
Dr. Kelly Avritt Assistant Superintendent 
Eric Banfield Business Manager 
Sharon Gibson Director of Special Education and Federal Programs 
Vanessa Freed Bilingual/ESL Education Coordinator 
Heidi Nelson Elementary Principal 
Jennifer Michalewicz Elementary School Counselor 
Cheryl Owens Elementary Teacher 
Jennifer Frazier Elementary Teacher 
Dr. Kay Bradford Middle School Principal 
Grace Payne Middle School Teacher 
Steve Smith Middle School Teacher 
Julie Parker Middle School Counselor 
Steve Elder High School Principal 
Tim Pukys High School Teacher 
Carol Grady High School Teacher 
John Tinsley High School Counselor 
April Fisher Parent Representative 
Hilary Lincoln Parent Representative 
Melanie Bowling Community Representative 
David Gola Community/Business Representative 
Christine Gola Community / Business Representative 
Kaylin Isbell Parent/Business Representative 

District of Innovation Renewal Timeline 
12 January 2022 District Leadership provides feedback on current DOI Plan 

27 January 2022 District Committee Convenes 

28 January 2022 Notice of Intent to Renew submitted and Proposed Renewed Plan 
posted on FISD website for public comment 

10 March 2022 District committee takes final vote on Proposed Plan to be 
submitted to the FISD Board of Trustees 

21 March 2022 Proposed Plan submitted to the FISD Board of Trustees for 
approval 
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Areas of Innovation 

FIRST DAY OF INSTRUCTION   
 (TEC Sec. 25.0811)  
 

State law prohibits traditional school districts from beginning instruction of students for 
the school year before the fourth Monday in August unless the district operates a year-
round system.   Districts do not have the option of requesting and receiving a waiver for 
an earlier school start; consequently, traditional independent school districts are limited 
in the flexibility of their school calendar design.  
 
Florence ISD believes in a collaborative effort in the development of the school calendar 
to best serve the needs of its students, staff, and community.  The flexibility of the school 
start date allows local control, on an annual basis, to structure a calendar that best serves 
the needs of students, provides time for professional development and collaboration, and 
considers the effects of the school calendar on the school district community.   
 
 
Local Innovation Strategies: 

1. The school district will determine on an annual basis the local student start date 
for the school year. 

2. The school district can give greater consideration to starting school with a short 
week to ease the transition for students entering elementary, middle, and high 
school and to scheduling professional development opportunities and training for 
staff. 

3. Flexibility in the school start date for students will allow a greater balance in 
instructional time for the first and second semester thus allowing teachers to 
better pace and deliver instruction each semester.     

4. Local control of the school calendar gives the district greater flexibility and more 
opportunity for innovative strategies in establishing staff development for regular, 
ongoing support throughout the school year. 

5. The school district will study attendance patterns to determine the placement of 
school holidays as indicated by the school community.  The goal is to improve 
student attendance and academic success through flexibility in the calendar.   

6. A flexible start date will be more conducive to accommodate the timeline for 
students who enroll in dual credit or college classes the fall, spring, and summer 
semesters.     
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CLASS SIZE / NOTICE OF CLASS SIZE 
(TEC Sec. 25.112)  
 

State law requires districts to submit a request for class size exception for any 
classrooms in pre-kindergarten through fourth grade that exceed the 22:1 students to 
teacher ratio.  When a class size is exceeded, the school board must approve the request 
for a class-size exception, and upon approval of the Board of Trustees, a request for 
class-size exception is sent to the Commissioner of Education for approval.  Campus 
administration also provides written notice of the exception to the parent (or person 
standing in parental relation) of each student affected by the exception.   

Florence ISD respects the intent of the law with regard to class size; however, fluctuating 
enrollment can be disruptive to elementary classrooms.  Consequently, the district 
recognizes the importance of local decision-making with regard to factors that may 
impact the learning environment when considering class size.  These factors include an 
adequate timeline for seeking quality applicants, the timing of adding staff, availability of 
district resources and classroom space, the subjects and ages to be taught, scheduling 
and balancing of classes, mobility trends, the effect of moving students to different 
classrooms after the beginning of the school year, and the innovative instructional 
delivery models and flexibilities to best meet the needs of the students.   

Therefore, the district will engage in local decision-making and give careful 
consideration to the factors that may influence the learning environment with respect to 
exceeding the 22:1 student-to-teacher ratio.  This exemption does not disregard the 
intent of class size ratio requirements; but rather, allows Florence ISD the local control 
to make decisions in the best interest of its students. 

1. Florence ISD will make every effort to begin each school year with enough teachers 
to meet the 22:1 student-to-teacher ratio in grades PK-4. 

2. In the event that a PK-4 class size exceeds the 22:1 ratio, the administration will 
consider these factors no later than the 30th day after the first day of school the 
district exceeds the 22:1 limit.   
(a) subjects/age to be taught; 
(b) availability of space and resources; 
(c) the timeline for seeking quality applicants 
(d) the timing of adding staff;  
(e) the creation of a new classroom; 
(f) the addition of a paraprofessional;  
(g) the effects of moving students to a new class,  
(h) mobility trends, and 
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(i) the innovative instructional delivery models and classroom flexibilities utilized 
to meet the needs of students.  

3. After consideration of these aforementioned factors, the superintendent will report 
to the Board of Trustees, and campus administration will provide written notice to 
the parent (or person standing in parental relation) of each student to explain plans 
to meet student needs.    

4. Florence ISD may not seek to alter the student-to-teacher ratio during the last 12 
weeks of the school year.   

5. With the flexibility afforded in this plan, it will no longer be necessary to file class-
size exception paperwork with TEA 

CERTIFICATION REQUIRED 
(TEC Sec. 21.003)  
 

Currently, state law 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 his or her certification, the district 
must request emergency certification or a permit from the Texas Education Agency 
and/or the State Board of Educator Certification.  
 
This current system makes it more difficult for the district to hire teachers to teach in 
hard-to-fill positions as well as elective positions.  It does not take into account the unique 
instructional and/or financial constraints of the district.  In order to offer additional 
course offerings and flexible scheduling which would benefit our students and 
community, the district will establish local qualification requirements. This exemption 
from the existing teacher certification requirements would allow the district to have the 
flexibility to hire or assign teachers to teaching assignments outside of their 
certifications. In addition, this exemption would allow the district the flexibility to hire 
professionals in certain trades, career and technical education areas, or fields to teach 
those trades and career and technical education areas (such as welding, health sciences, 
criminal justice, law, etc.).  This exemption would also allow flexibility in other difficult to 
fill teaching positions (such as foreign languages, fine arts, etc.) determined by the 
district if high quality certified teachers are not available.  
 
 
Local Innovation Strategies   
 

1.  In exceptional circumstances, when a high-quality certified teacher cannot be 
found, the campus principal may submit to the superintendent a request to allow 
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a certified teacher to teach a subject(s) out of his or her certified field. The 
principals must specify in writing to the superintendent the reason(s) for the 
request and document what credentials the certified teacher possesses which 
qualify this individual to teach the subject. The superintendent, after consultation 
with the campus principal and Human Resources, will examine the candidate’s 
current certification, educational background, and related teaching experiences to 
the subject matter that he or she will be teaching.   The superintendent, upon his 
or her approval of the request, will report to the Board of Trustees any teaching 
assignment under this provision.    
 

2. An individual with experience in a Career and Technical Education field could be 
eligible to teach a course through a local teaching certificate. The principal will 
submit the request in writing to the superintendent with all of the individual’s 
credentials. The superintendent, after consultation with the campus principal and 
Human Resources, will examine: (1) the candidate’s professional work experience; 
(2) formal training and education; (3) relevant licensure, certification or 
registration; and/or (4) any combination of work experience, training and 
education, or industry credentials related to the subject matter he or she will be 
teaching.  The superintendent will then approve the request if he or she believes 
the individual is qualified to perform the duties of the assignment.  The 
superintendent will report to the Board of Trustees any teaching assignment under 
this provision.  

 
3. An individual with a college degree or certification in a trade could be eligible to 

teach a course related to his or her expertise or experience through a local 
teaching certificate. The principal will submit the request in writing to the 
superintendent with all of the individual’s credentials.  
The superintendent, after consultation with the campus principal and Human 
Resources, will examine the candidate’s professional work experience, formal 
training and education, relevant licensure, certification or registration, and/or any 
combination of work experience, training and education, or industry credentials 
related to the subject matter he or she will be teaching.  The superintendent will 
then approve the request if he or she believes that the individual is qualified to 
perform the duties of the assignment. The superintendent will report to the Board 
of Trustees any teaching assignment under this provision.    
 

4. Teachers employed under these provisions will receive pedagogy and classroom 
management training.   
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5. For Career and Technical courses that count for high school graduation credit, a 
bachelor’s degree is necessary for funding purposes. 

 
6. All candidates must complete the criminal background check in compliance with 

the State Board for Educator Certification (SBEC) rules mandated by TEC Sec. 
22.0833 for a non-certified employee.   

 
7. Teachers employed under these provisions will be employed on an at-will basis. 

 
8. With reference to the aforementioned innovative strategies, the superintendent will 

provide written notice of the teaching assignment to the parent or guardian of each 
student in the classroom in accordance with TEC Sec. 21.057.   

 
TEACHER CONTRACTS 
(TEC § 21.102b) 
Under current statute, experienced teachers new to the district are offered a 
probationary contract that may not exceed one year if the employee has been employed 
by a public school for at least five of the previous eight years.  
 
One year is often not long enough for an administrator to properly determine the 
effectiveness of an educator, especially when administrators are asked to make 
contract decisions in early spring. 
 
Local Innovation Strategies   
FISD may issue a probationary contract for up to two additional years, for a total of 
three probationary years, for teachers new to the district that have taught the last five of 
eight years in public schools.   
 
 
TRANSFER OF STUDENT 
 (TEC § 25.036) 
 

Florence ISD maintains an interdistrict transfer policy under FDA (LOCAL) requiring 
nonresident students who wish to transfer to file a transfer application each school year.  
Interdistrict transfer students shall be granted for one regular school year at a time.  In 
approving student interdistrict transfer requests, the Superintendent or designee shall 
consider the availability of space and instructional staff as well as the student’s 
disciplinary history and attendance records.  A transfer student shall be notified in the 
written transfer agreement that he or she must follow all attendance requirements and 
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rules and regulations of the District.  Violation of the terms of the transfer agreement may 
result in the transfer request not being approved the following year.   
 
Local Innovation Strategies 

TEC 25.036 has been interpreted to establish the acceptance of a transfer as a one-year 
commitment by the district. Florence ISD is seeking to be exempt from any one-year 
commitment that might be interpreted or implied by the provisions of TEC 25.036 when 
accepting transfer applicants. On rare occasions, student behavior warrants the kind of 
revocation consequences considered in the Florence ISD transfer agreement.  Students 
who engage in misbehavior resulting in suspension (in or out of school), placement in a 
disciplinary alternative program, or expulsion, and students who fall below the 
compulsory school attendance law or who fail to comply with attendance policies and 
procedures in the district interfere with the focused time, commitment, and attention 
needed for the preparation and delivery of instruction that helps students achieve 
success on  content expectations, state assessments, and successful transition to the 
next grade level as well as passage into eventual college or career fields.  When students 
are disruptive or excessively absent, teachers’ time can be absorbed by dealing with 
disciplinary issues or trying to catch students up rather than utilizing their time to plan 
and implement innovative instructional approaches and lessons.   In these rare cases, 
Florence ISD seeks exemption from the one-year transfer commitment. 
 
The principal will act in accordance with discipline management procedures and due 
process.  The principal will submit a request in writing to the superintendent of schools 
for a recommendation of revocation of student transfer.  The superintendent will approve 
or deny the request.   
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