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It’s school choice season in Denver. Parents have until February 18 to do their 

homework, identifying up to 12 schools they can rank in order of preference. 

Those choices will then be run through a series of algorithms to determine where 

children will be enrolled next fall. 

The system can be particularly confusing for families new to the district. In many 

parts of the country, the school choice process is simple: you send your children to 

whatever neighborhood school they’re zoned for. In Denver, however, families can 

look across the city — a process designed to advance equity and increase the odds 

of finding a good fit. But the number of choices can be paralyzing. And even the 

simplest question is a daunting one. After all, what makes a “good” school? 

To minimize the burden on families, DPS offers an easy-to-digest school rating 

system. As the Denver Public Schools website puts it, the district’s School 

Performance Framework (SPF) “is like a report card for schools, letting us know 

where a school is making progress and where we need to focus on improving.” 

Strapped for time and overwhelmed by choices, thousands of parents will look to 

the district’s color-coded ranking system for advice. Many will make their 

selections based largely on the rankings provided by DPS. They will rest easy, 

knowing they’ve done their due diligence. 

Unfortunately, such ratings tell us very little about the many things we value in 

public education. Federal law mandates the publication of performance data that 

focuses chiefly on student standardized test scores in two subject areas. Along with 

a few other metrics, like graduation rates, states then produce accountability 

ratings. But such ratings tell us very little about the many things we value in public 

education. And, just as troublingly, they often tell us more about student social and 

economic status than about school quality. As research shows, the chief predictors 
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of student standardized test scores are variables like family income and parental 

educational attainment. 

School districts have freedom to develop their own rating systems, independently 

of the state. And Denver has laudably done so. The guiding vision of the SPF is to 

serve as a “starting point for meaningful conversations,” as well as to help families 

“understand where schools are making progress or need to grow.” 

Presently, however, that isn’t how the SPF works. A part of that is due to the 

summative ratings issued to schools. The single, color-coded score that schools get 

are more conducive to rank-ordered lists than they are to meaningful 

conversations. But mostly, the problem is data. The measures included in Denver’s 

SPF are chiefly standardized test scores and graduation rates — the same narrow 

measures mandated by federal law. 

What this means is that a school with a high SPF rating isn’t necessarily a good 

school, at least not by the broad and comprehensive standards that most of us have 

for our schools. And given the relationship between test scores and student 

demography, a low SPF rating doesn’t necessarily identify poor performers, either. 

Fortunately, leaders and activists in the Denver school district realized this. In 

response to their concerns, DPS has convened a committee to “reimagine” the SPF. 

On January 15, the committee voted to recommend to the full school board that the 

district abandon the rating scale. The future remains uncertain. Hopefully DPS will 

leverage best practices from other school districts that have already moved beyond 

test scores for measuring school quality. 

But in the meantime, what should families do to learn more about the schools? 

Our suggestion: Put the SPF report aside and take a deep breath. 

Take out a paper and pen and write down 10 things you want schools to do for 

your children — or even better, for all children. We all want schools to prepare 

them to read and write and calculate. But many of us might include more 

expansive aims on our lists. We might want the schools to promote social and civic 

competencies, or to support students’ physical and psychological development. 

Many of us likely support a broad and rich curriculum — one that includes history 

and science and art and music. Some of us may be concerned with matters like joy, 

play, and wellbeing. Some may be attuned to issues of equity and social justice. All 

of us likely want students to feel safe, cared for, and as if they belong. 



After you make a list, think about how you might learn more about these 

dimensions of a school. DPS surveys students and their families, and the results are 

hosted online; they make for an interesting read. Old-fashioned methods are useful, 

too. Especially if you already have a group of schools in mind — perhaps because 

of their proximity, or because they advance some value of yours, like racial 

diversity — the best way to learn about a school is often by talking with people 

who are part of the community. And walking through a school can be surprisingly 

informative offering a glimpse of the way people treat each other, what teaching 

looks like, and what students are working on. 

In short, there’s no good shortcut at the moment. And the truth is, there may never 

be. But while DPS is building a better measure of school quality, we might take the 

time to have a deeper and more nuanced conversation about what a good school is. 

Good schools are everywhere; you just have to know how to look. 
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