
 
 

Early Literacy: High Tech Elementary School Students Excel in Reading Growth 
Dedicated time in professional learning communities drives reading success 

Only in its second year, High Tech Elementary School is already 

among the top performing schools in the district, particularly in 

reading growth. With the development and launch of the Early 

Literacy Plan, a diverse team of educators looked at schools 

throughout the district to see what they could learn to more 

effectively tackle the challenge of improving student reading levels. 

What they found were a number of schools that can serve as 

examples of best practices.  

At High Tech Elementary, there is a strong commitment to continual 

learning. Beginning with a unique schedule that allows teachers 90 

minutes each day to focus on professional learning, Principal Amy 

Gile designed a master school calendar that supports teachers with 

professional learning and collaboration time.  Amy shared, “Teachers 

are grouped by content and grade-level in these professional 

learning communities where they focus on deepening their 

understanding of the standards, discussing instructional strategies 

and implementing data-driven instruction.” 

A few times a week, Amy leads these groups, but other times 

teachers guide the discussion. “Our teacher leaders typically take the lead [on professional learning], however, it 

is usually very collaborative. Teachers use a collaborative digital planning book – they are all teaching the same 

content, same lesson, on the same day – of course they each have their own flavor and style, and differentiate 

depending on their students’ needs – but there is a clear plan,” she explained.  

A professional learning community meeting on a Friday morning includes a group of second grade teachers and a 

special education team lead. On this particular occasion, the session is led by Amy, who is helping them walk 

through planning a close reading lesson – identifying targeted common core standards, writing text-based 

questions, creating exemplars and mapping a strong lesson plan to ensure students will master the content. 

Also built into the daily calendar is a 40-minute block for students to participate in reading groups. At High Tech, 

they use the Walk to Read model. “It helps us move kids along and it is how we get the results we do,” said Amy. 

With 89% of kindergarten and first grade students achieving one or more years of growth in reading, it is clearly 

working. “In addition to our teaching staff, we also have a strong team of paraprofessionals and support staff that 

allow us to have an extra adult in the classroom; it works really well. Next year, we will have student teachers 

through University of Colorado-Denver, as well.”  

Other strategies that have worked include placing the kids reading at the lowest levels in reading groups with 

master teachers (often teacher leaders); differentiating the amount of time students spend in reading groups; and 

conducting assessments and regrouping students on a frequent basis.  

Another aspect of their approach that has contributed to student growth in reading is the development and 

retention of high-performing teachers. Amy asks her teachers to commit to becoming LETRS trained within two 

years of coming to High Tech. LETRS or Language Essentials of Teaching, Reading and Spelling, is a research-based 

Top photo: High Tech Elementary School Principal Amy 

Gile; Bottom photo: Teachers Coy Rice, Elizabeth 

Babowice, Colleen Taylor and Lauren Perry 

 

http://curriculum.dpsk12.org/literacy-2020-plan/
http://curriculum.dpsk12.org/literacy-2020-plan/


model that focuses on the five components of reading. At the beginning of the school year, Amy facilitated 10 

two-hour sessions for teachers after school, for which they earned a professional development unit credit.  

Teacher retention is critical, too; At High Tech this year, 100% of returning teachers were rated Distinguished or 

Effective in their performance (based on LEAP evaluations). Amy is honored to work with a great team of 

educators at High Tech: “We have an amazing group of people who are excited about being here, finding 

innovative ways to help students achieve academic success and growing professionally.” 

In its second year, High Tech Elementary School is an innovation school that follows a project-based learning 

model utilizing technology. Located in the Northfield Stapleton neighborhood, 420 students attend High Tech 

Elementary School. Fifteen percent of students receive free and reduced lunch, 7% are English language learners 

and 41% are minorities. 


