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District of Innovation Plan 2021-2026 

The 84th Texas Legislature passed House Bill 1842 in the spring of 2015, 
providing public school districts the opportunity to become Districts of 
Innovation. To qualify, an eligible school district must adopt a five-year 
innovation plan according to the Texas Education Code. 
 
Utopia ISD is utilizing HB 1842, of the 84th Legislative Session, in order to 
have more local control in certain areas. HB 1842 allows for a traditional 
public school to have some of the same local flexibility that public charter 
schools have always been allowed. We feel this is a great opportunity for our 
local district to customize a plan based on the needs of our students and 
community. 
 
Districts of Innovation may be exempt from state statues to: 
 

● Take greater control as the decision makers over the educational and 
instructional model for students; 

● Increase freedom and flexibility, with accountability, relative to state 
mandates that govern educational programming; and 

● Increase empowerment and encourage innovative thinking. 
 
This plan will be in effect for the 2021-2022 school year through the 2025-
2026 school year. This plan may be amended at any time by the committee 
with approval of the Board of Trustees.



Utopia ISD 

District of Innovation Timeline 

 

March 8, 2021 Utopia. ISD Board passes a resolution to consider a 
designation as a District of Innovation (DOI). 

March 23, 2021 Utopia ISD holds public hearing to consider whether the 
district should develop an innovation plan. 

March 23, 2021 Utopia ISD appoints a committee to develop a plan. 

March 30, 2021 Utopia ISD District of Innovation Committee meets to 
develop Utopia ISD District of Innovation Plan. 

April , 2021 Utopia ISD District of Innovation Plan posted to Utopia 
ISD website. 

April , 2021 Utopia ISD notifies the Commissioner of Education of the 
proposed Utopia ISD District of Innovation Plan. 

May 10, 2021 Utopia ISD District of Innovation Committee holds a public 
meeting to consider the final Utopia ISD District of 
Innovation plan and approves the Utopia ISD District of 
Innovation plan by a majority vote. (Day of the board 
meeting before the board meeting.) 

 May 10, 2021 Utopia ISD Board votes, with at least at 2/3 majority to 
approve the Utopia ISD District of Innovation Plan. 

May 11, 2021 Utopia ISD provides a copy of the Utopia ISD District of 
Innovation plan to the Texas Education Agency. 

May 11, 2021 Utopia ISD District of Innovation plan is posted to the 
Utopia ISD website. 

  



Utopia ISD 

District of Innovation Planning Committee 

 
Michael Derry – Superintendent 

Bryan Hernandez - Principal 

Ashleigh Kay – Counselor / Federal Programs Coordinator 

Julia Mazurek – Special Services Coordinator 
 
Bryson Dalrymple – CTE / Safety Coordinator 

Carol Calk – Special Education Teacher 

Amanda Dean – Secondary Teacher 

Kathy VanPelt – Secondary Teacher 

Ellen McDonald – Elementary Teacher 

Lory Ellis – Elementary Teacher 

Joan Clark – Community Member 

Carrie Cole - Parent 

Sarah Wernette – Business Owner 



Utopia ISD 

Board of Trustees 

 
 Wayne Moore - President  

 - Vice President 

Betty Boyce - Secretary 

Terry Snow – Member 

 Shirley Dibbens – Member 

Jena Smothers – Member 

Tanya Cox - Member 



Innovations 

Utopia ISD, in conjunction with the District of Innovation Committee, 
proposes the following flexibilities with the Texas Education Code to provide 
the best educational opportunities for students at Utopia ISD. 
 

School Start & End Date 
(EB Legal) (Texas Education Code 25.0811) (EB Legal) (Texas Education 
Code 25.0812) 
 
Currently 
A District may not begin instruction for students for a school year before the 
fourth Monday in August unless the district operates a year-round system. A 
school district may not schedule the last day of school for students for a 
school year before May 15. A District may not receive a waiver for the 
requirement. 
 
UISD Proposed 
The flexibility of a locally approved start and end date allows the district to 
determine, on an annual basis, what best meets the needs of the students and 
the local community. The district calendar is created and approved by a 
district committee and is then voted on by the Board. 
 
The flexibility of this start date also offers the following opportunities: 
 

• Balancing the number of semester days while still finishing the semester 
before the holiday break in December. 

• An early start date permits the student an additional week of instruction 
prior to state assessments. 

• Students participating in Dual Enrollment opportunities will work with 
balanced semesters, which align with our local colleges. 

• This would allow an option to start semesters with a shorter week, easing 
the transition for students entering elementary, middle school, and high 
school. 

• Creates flexibility for the district to pursue other calendar options best 
suited for our identified populations. 



UISD Guidelines 
The district will determine, on an annual basis, when each school year will 
begin and end. 
 
 

Inter-District Transfers 
(FDA Local) (Texas Education Code 25.036) 
 
Currently 
Currently, under Texas Education Code 25.036, a district may choose to 
accept, as transfers, students who are not entitled to enroll in the district, but 
TEC 25.036, has been interpreted to require a transfer to be for a period of 
one school year. 
 
UISD Proposed 
Utopia ISD maintains a transfer policy under FDA (Local) requiring 
nonresident students wishing to transfer to file a transfer application each 
school year. In approving transfer requests, the availability of space and 
instructional staff, availability of programs and services the student’s 
disciplinary history records, work habits, and attendance records are also 
evaluated. Transfer students are expected to follow the attendance 
requirements, rules and regulations of the district. TEC 25.036 has been 
interpreted to establish the acceptance of a transfer as a one-year 
commitment by the district. The district is seeking to eliminate the provision 
of a one-year commitment in accepting transfer applicants. On rare 
occasions, student behavior warrants suspension (in and or out of school), 
placement in disciplinary alternative program, or expulsion. In addition, 
student attendance may fall below the TEA truancy standard. In these rare 
cases, and following reasonable corrective measures, Utopia ISD seeks 
exemption from the one-year transfer commitment. 
 
UISD Guidelines 
Nonresident students who have been accepted as inter-district transfer 
students may have such transfer status revoked by the Superintendent at any 
time during the year if the student is assigned discipline consequences of 
suspension (in or out of school), placement in a disciplinary alternative 
program, or expulsion. In addition, students not meeting the State’s 90% 
attendance standard may also be subject to immediate revocation of the 
transfer status. 



Teacher Certification 
(DK Legal, Local) (Texas Education Code 21.003) 
 
Currently 
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 the Texas Education Agency. TEA then approves or 
denies the request. In certain circumstances, a district can use a local 
one-year permit. 
 
UISD Proposed 
In order to best serve Utopia ISD students, decisions on certification will be 
handled locally. Based on local need, this exemption from teacher 
certification requirements will enable greater flexibility in staffing and will 
enrich applicant pools in specific areas of need. The district’s exemption 
from TEC 21.003 would allow the district to consider full-time or part-time 
professional to teach courses, allow industry expert professionals to 
transition into the teaching profession in Career and Technology, and also 
assist in staffing high need STEM and dual credit course offerings. 
Out-of-state certified teachers could be considered for positions upon a local 
review of experience, education, and credentials. Often there are experienced 
certified teachers in our district that could teach a course outside of their 
certification area due to their education, background, and/or experience. 
Local decisions outside of state certification requirements would allow 
innovation and flexibility in scheduling to meet student needs. 
 
UISD Guidelines 
The campus principal may submit to the superintendent a request to allow a 
certified teacher to teach a subject and/or grade level out of their field. 
The principal must specify the reason for the request and document what 
credentials the certified teacher possesses qualifying this individual to teach 
the subject. 
 
An individual with experience in a Career and Technology field may be 
eligible to teach a vocational skill or course. An individual may hold a 
teaching certification in another state for Core areas or Career and 
Technology. An individual may have background, experience, skills, or 



work related/industry experience to work full time or part time in a 
designated area. The principal will submit a request to the superintendent 
for local certification. The principal must specify the reason for the request 
and document what credentials the individual possesses qualifying this 
individual to teach the subject. 
 
The superintendent will approve or deny requests for local certification. 
 
 

Probationary Teacher Contracts 
(DCA Legal, Local) (Texas Education Code 21.102(b)) 
 
Currently 
The Texas Education Code requires that teachers newly-hired by the District 
who have five years of experience in public education in Texas within the last 
eight years can only be placed on a one-year probationary contract, and after 
the first year, must be placed on a term contract. In contrast, newly-hired 
teachers without the 5 of 8 years of experience can be hired by the District on 
a one-year probationary contract for a total of three years. This law limits the 
District’s ability to sufficiently assess and determine whether a newly-hired 
teacher is a good fit for the District. The one-year probationary period is 
insufficient to evaluate the teacher’s effectiveness in the classroom because the 
teacher contract renewal timelines demand that employment decisions be 
made before the end of the school year. 
 
UISD Proposed 
To create equity in new hires, to give Utopia ISD the opportunity to serve 
students better, to allow administrators time to evaluate performance, and to 
provide opportunities for improvement, growth and professional 
development, all new contract employees will be subject to one-year 
probationary contract for a total of three years and may be issued a fourth-
year probationary contract under the same rules as applied in Texas 
Education Code §21.102(c). 
 
 

Class Size Ratio 
(Texas Education Code 25.112) 
 
Currently: 
The Texas Education Code states that Utopia ISD will adhere to a 22:1 ratio 
of students to teachers in grades K-4 as listed in TEC 25.112. 
 
 



Proposed: 
After the district has made a good faith effort to maintain the required 22:1 
ration in grades K-4, the district should not be required to seek an expedited 
waiver through the Commissioner’s waivers process.  Utopia ISD will 
continue to strive to meet the required 22:1 class size ratio for grades K-4.  
UISD central office administrators, campus administrators, and teachers will 
determine if classes exceeding the 22:1 ratio should be divided or allowed to 
exceed the TEC limit.  The exemption will allow UISD flexibility and 
eliminate the requirement to seek an expedited waiver from the Texas 
Education Agency.   
 
 

Notice of Class Size 
(Texas Education Code 25:113) 
 
Currently: 
Anytime the 22:1 ratio is exceeded Utopia ISD must inform parents of the 
excess to the state mandate limit. 
 
Proposed: 
Utopia ISD will be exempt from the requirement to notify parents when class 
sizes exceed the 22:1 requirement.  Parents who want information 
concerning their child’s class size may ask for it at any time.  In many cases, 
these required notifications cause unnecessary friction between parents and 
the school.  As stated in the intent to seek exemption from the 22:1 
requirements, UISD has no intention to exceed the state mandated limit.  
However, in the event that the 23rd student moves into the district, and 
absent a parent request for the information, the district should not be 
required to post a notification.  
 
 

Chapter 37:  Discipline; Law and Order Campus 
Behavior Coordinator 
(Texas Education Code 37.0012) 
 
Currently: 
The Texas Education Code states that each campus designate a campus 
behavior coordinator. 
 
Proposed: 
Utopia ISD will be exempt from the requirement to for the campus.  UISD 
utilizes an administrator approach for student discipline.  The campus 
administration already serves as the “behavior coordinators” and it is 



unnecessary to designate one of them as such.  
 
 

Site-Based decision making/SHAC 
(Texas Education Code 11.251 28.004) 
 
Currently: 
The Utopia ISD seeks exemption from the site-based decision-making 
process and the convening of the school health advisory committee and the 
many accompanying requirements falling under the governance of those two 
bodies.  The statutory requirements as set forth for by the Texas Education 
Code in Chapter 11 and 28 are burdensome, time consuming and ultimately 
cause a direction of resources from the primary focus of schools:  the 
education of students. 
 
Stakeholders will continue to be involved in the process, but one that meets 
the needs of this district, school and community as opposed to the broad 
brush of statutory requirements leveled down from a one size fits all 
approach as detailed in the TEC 11.251 and TEC 28.004.  This innovative 
practice will consolidate the number of meetings and the number of 
committees, as well as make better use of community, parent and business 
members required to be on those committees, that is required by law and it 
will better serve this community.   
 
Proposed: 
In place of the Campus Improvement Teams and the SHAC, a single District 
Improvement Team committee will be established, meet, review, analyze, 
and respond to both qualitative and quantitative data regarding the 
district/campus’ success and most importantly, students’ success.  This 
committee will fulfill all the federal requirements for comprehensive needs 
assessments for each campus but will do it as a district committee.  The 
committee will convene at least three times per year and generate direction 
of the district resources and efforts.  This consolidation of committees will 
yield greater opportunity for one council to address a multitude of needs as 
opposed to having one meeting after another throughout the year. 
 
 

Requirements and Configuration of the 
District/Site Based Management Committee 
(Texas Education Code 11.251, 11.252, 11.253, 11.255) 
 
Currently: 
Site-based decision making is a process for improving the educational 



outcomes at the campus and district level.  Through a collaborative effort of a 
team of principals, teachers, campus staff, district staff, parents, and 
community representatives, educational outcomes are reviewed and 
evaluated to determine goals, strategies, and interventions to ensure 
improvement in student achievement.  The education code and board policy 
require members to address areas of planning, budgeting, curriculum, 
staffing patterns, staff development, school organization as well as a host of 
other responsibilities identified in additional sections of the education code. 
 
Proposed: 
Benefit of Exemption Utopia ISD shall determine the processes and 
memberships of its site-based management committees.  Utopia ISD 
acknowledges the importance of developing district and campus 
improvement plans based upon a comprehensive needs assessment.  The 
district feels that claiming exemption from the specific mandates of these 
sections is a local issue and not a state mandate.  The district also feels that it 
will provide for greater parental involvement and better0informed parents. 
 
 

Preclusion from providing alternative Uniform 
Group Coverage Program once the program of 
coverages under Chapter 1579, Insurance Code is 
implemented. 
(Texas Education Code 22.004(i)) 
 
Currently:   
Texas Education Code 22.004(i) states that a school district may not make 
group health coverage available to its employees pursuant to TEC 22.004(b) 
after the date a District implements the program of coverages provided 
under Chapter 1579 of the Texas Insurance Code.  The current process allows 
no flexibility in the design of group health insurance benefits to fit the needs 
of all District employees.  This provision also prohibits the District from 
procuring group health insurance benefits that may provide better coverages 
for its employees and at a lower cost.  This provision does not give the 
District the flexibility needed to acquire benefits packages that would 
potentially more attractive to prospective employees. 
 
Proposed: 
In order to have the option to offer additional benefits options to employees, 
the District proposed that the District of Innovation Plan be amended to 
exempt the District from the health insurance requirements in Texas 
Education Code 22.004(i). 
 



Long Range Energy Plan 
(Texas Education Code 44.902) 
 
Currently: 
The board of trustees of a school district shall establish a long-range energy 
plan to reduce the district’s annual electric consumption by five percent 
beginning with the 2008 state fiscal year and consume electricity in 
subsequent fiscal years in accordance with the district’s energy plan. 
 
Proposed: 
This exemption will allow UISD to avoid unnecessary redundancies.  There is 
no research-based evidence supporting the arbitrary number of five percent 
and UISD has already embraced an aggressive energy management plan.  
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