
Minutes of CSC Retreat 
Friday January 6, 9:00am – 3:00pm 

 

The meeting was called to order at 9:00 am.  Present were Bill Kohut,  Sue Lawson Gonzales, 
Ronni Turner, Chip Galaty, Dave Posner, Mike Johnson, Nichole Williams, Brandon Becker,  
Lynn Davies, and Sue Borgos.  Deb Rosenbaum had to teach for parts of the day and joined us 
for an hour at 9:40 and again at 12:45.  

Dave Posner started the meeting by outlining what we need to cover today.   

DSA Foundation: 

Sue Lawson Gonzales discussed the new DSA Friends Foundation, which was formerly “The 
Friends of DSA”.  The new Board of Directors is almost in place and consists of Chris Wineman, 
David Posner, Gully Stanford, Meg Schomp, Janet Meredith, Cindy Abramson and possibly 
Susan Daggett.  

Principal’s Report: 

Bill Kohut discussed the formation of the Travel Committee (which met for the first time 
yesterday), the budget and staffing needs, the new Choice process and the new Quarter 
Grading system.  The Travel Committee was formed to deal with creation of travel policies for 
the school and to create an approval process for departmental and academic trips. 

With regard to budget and staffing, it looks like everything will remain mostly the same as last 
year.   The District has some reserve funds and it looks like we will not have to deal with any 
reductions in funding.    

Next Bill discussed how the new Choice process works.   

1) Everyone applying from out of District needs to register with the District – a secretary will 
be present at all auditions to make sure this happens.   

2) Eighth Grade students who plan on staying at DSA will not need to fill out Choice forms.   
3) For first round auditions, students who are applying to DSA who wish DSA to be their 

first choice, should they succeed in their audition, need to list DSA as their first choice.   
4) DSA students who are changing majors and who wish to go to a different school should 

they fail to get into the new major, should list that other school first.  If they then make it 
into their changed major, DSA has an agreement with the Choice folks that the student 
will be given to DSA. 

5)  Second and third round auditions work similarly to the above situation.  Students who 
audition in later rounds should list their second choice school first and if they then get 
into DSA they can choose DSA. 



 

Old Business 

Quarter Grading – At the October CSC meeting, there was a discussion about the new quarter 
grading system.  After that discussion, a change was made to allow the teachers to weight the 
grading for each grading period.  The teachers had to announce early on how they would weigh 
the grades for all grading periods in the semester.  Bill asked Amanda and Nichole how they felt 
about the current method.  They indicated that while different teachers are weighting differently, 
they have all spelled it out to the students in advance and they feel that the system is fairer this 
way. 

Nichole brought up the January 19 district meeting to discuss the possible change of the start 
and end dates of the school year for the year coming up.  A brief discussion was had about this. 

Lunch - We had a brief discussion about lunch at DSA.  The food is somewhat better than it 
used to be.  Many students still prefer to go off campus and the speculation is they would do so 
no matter what we offered as food.   

RETREAT TOPICS 

It was agreed that the key subject of this retreat, one which all other goals appear to revolve 
around is the vision for DSA over the next 10 years.  Some discussion was had as to whether 
we should align the goals with Vision 20/20 and make it an 8 year goal and the decision was 
that we didn’t need to put an exact time frame on it, but we need to look at a longer term goal for 
the school. As part of that goal, we need to look at: 

 Size of School – both building and number of students 

1) We can’t increase student population without an increase in the size of the 
building 

2) Do we want to add majors?  i.e. musical theater, photography/graphic arts, 
culinary arts 

3) Do we want to add other grades? i.e. do  we want to add a K-8 program? 

 Where do our students come from? i.e. Diversity and Community 

 Community Outreach – how do we interact with the community? 

 Funding 

  Sources of funding and financial resources 

  Guest Artists funding 

Arts as priority vs. an Arts/Academic balance – to get to this we had several questions 
we felt needed answering 

1) Are we or should we be a conservatory program? 



Deb says some depends on the major.  In Dance, there are no other dance 
programs in the District.  For Visual Arts, East has 5 VA teachers, DSA has two.  
What do we offer that should entice students to stay here?  Deb believes that the 
difference is our focus.  We are training people for careers in arts, preparation for 
art schools.  However, this raises the question as to whether Middle School 
students are ready to make decisions about careers in the arts or even 
specializing in a specific art. 

The above point led to a discussion of whether our Middle School should focus 
on distinct majors or provide a more general arts background.  Is it too early to 
decide on a major in Middle School?  Does it make more sense for some majors 
than for others? 

2) If we aren’t a conservatory, what is our role as an arts magnet as compared 
with other schools in the District?   

 
3) What do we do that is different or special and are we duplicating services 

within the District? 
 

4) How do we work with the financial realities?  i.e., if our goal is to focus on the 
arts and teacher pay revolves around academic success there is potential for 
conflict. 

 

We decided to start the vision conversation with the Arts/Academics discussion. 

Arts/Academics 

Sue Gonzales brought up that the founders of the program wanted to make DSA a 
regional school that focused on academics and arts equally.   The premise on which the 
school was founded was that immersion in the arts leads to better academics. 

Amanda brought up that she had recently attended an alumni gathering.  The general 
consensus from the alumni was that the experiences they got at DSA, in their majors, 
academically and otherwise really helped them to be well rounded. 

 Ronni indicated that turning out well-rounded students is a great goal. 

Mike pointed out that many of our students don’t leave here and start careers in their art 
or go to conservatories for their art.  Many go to colleges and universities and major in 
something other than their art.  So, if we tried to follow a conservatory model, we would 
have to get rid of a good percentage of our existing population. 

Brandon says that we need to keep the drive and passion for the art and treat it as if 
they will go further.  The arts teachers want a focus. 



Overall there is agreement that the academics here have made incredible strides – 
especially at the high school level.   

Amanda read the mission statement and she believes that it does address the 
arts/academic balance.  The Mission Statement is as follows: 

The Denver School of the Arts, a place where lifelong artistic 
talents are developed in a multi-cultural, academically nurturing 
learning environment.  

The mission statement seems to make it clear that arts and academics 
are integrated.   

Structure of the Middle School 

There is attrition between middle school and high school.  Burnout appears to be some 
of the issue.  Another issue is some indecision about majors when the students enter at 
Middle School and they may feel a need to change their major when they get to High 
School, or even before. 

Mike thinks maybe we should make it easier in for middle school students to change 
majors at the beginning of 7th and 8th grades. 

Deb would like to see more integration in the middle school, rather than specialization. 
Perhaps the Middle School should be more like Kunsmiller and Knowles, where multiple 
arts all are integrated with academics. 

Brandon described how it worked at the previous arts school he worked at.  At that 
school, they offered sub courses within each major and the students could take from a 
menu of options in each area.  Some courses were required courses.  At the end of 
sophomore year students had to decide definitively what their major would be.   

Brandon liked the multi-course approach and the longer school day (8:30-4:30 with no 
free periods, except there was a study period for students in advanced courses.) With 
the current more general arts curriculum he feels rushed with his hour and a half.  The 
multi-course approach within the major allowed for a more in depth study of a 
specialized area within the art.   

Sue Borgos brought up the possibility of letting Middle School students rotate between 
various arts curricula.  For example, if I’m a music major I rotate between Band, 
Orchestra, Guitar, Piano and vocal – pick three each semester.  However, it was also 
raised that the departments have a pretty well defined curriculum for each level and that 
idea could shake things up substantially.  Perhaps just allowing Middle School students 
to change majors as needed without re-auditioning is the way to go. 

Another thought was to provide opportunities for students at DSA and within the 
community to explore a variety of art forms in an after-school program. 



A final thought on this topic was to have Middle School students re-audition for High 
School.  If we give the Middle School students opportunities for rotations and/or easy 
change of majors in Middle School there may be less chance for burnout and we may be 
more likely to have a population of Middle School students who have a better idea of 
what they want in a major who may now stay who would otherwise have left.  We also 
potentially open up more possibilities of highly talented students from outside DSA to get 
in.  The insiders who really want to be here will have the advantage of having learned 
what is needed to successfully audition. Those who have been on probation multiple 
years in middle school can potentially be weeded out and we provide more enticement 
to get others in and get new blood.   

Community Outreach 

Offer things like the dance classes at the end of the school day.  This could provide 
employment for our guest artists and our upper level students could take over 
responsibility for training younger students.  We could provide group and/or individual 
classes at affordable rates.  We could do this year round and try to obtain funding for 
those who can’t afford it, even at the lower rates.   

Mike would like to see this as part of a program that we do internally with our own 
students – make it an elective, but allow outsiders in.  Mike is concerned about the bus 
issue as well as the offering different experiences issue. Bill pointed out that we’d have 
to have certified teachers.  Students could get paid or we could set it up as an internship 
or provide funds for a student account that goes toward future trip expenses.  This could 
be a great way for students on scholarships to fulfill their self-funding requirements. It 
can also be a good resume-builder for students.   

Aside from doing things at the school, what about outreach?  Nichole says there are 
performances at Stapleton – it might be nice if we had students participating in that.  We 
also should focus on going out to perform at elementary schools, instead of bringing 
students here. 

Student Initiatives 

We are planning on starting some after school programs – i.e. a running club, games, 
chess, yoga and potentially some other things 

There was a discussion as to whether there is a gym available for a volleyball team or 
something like that – Ashley Elementary school has a gym we might be able to use.  
Johnson and Wales is more locked down and their facility is pretty fully utilized.  We 
could also look at some community centers like MLK. If we use Ashley we would need a 
teacher to be there.   

The students are still trying to get a healthy vending machine.  Under the DPS rules, we   
can’t go to a third party but DPS has indicated that they may be able to offer our 
students a vending machine that could be placed upstairs by the dance studio.   



Size of School 

Expansion Program to an elementary school – ideally Phillips 

The idea would be to have a generalized arts program for elementary school kids where 
we could expose them to all the arts and help to grow a population that would be 
candidates for DSA.  We could agree to accept at least a minimum percentage of these 
students to DSA.   Bill sees this as a possible K-12 program.  We can’t move forward 
with any plans for this until the District knows what will happen with Odyssey.  This may 
be a better topic for detailed discussion at the Fall retreat.  The idea would be to set this 
up as a magnet school for the Northeast area.   

Size of Facility 

Bill discussed the facility and possibilities for expansion with the original architect.  We 
can’t build out without breaching zoning and other regulations.  However, the building 
was designed to be able to build up.   

If we could build onto the school would we add majors? Yes – musical theater, graphic 
arts and photography certainly.  We could also possibly add music technology and 
culinary arts (some thoughts were expressed about a possible collaboration with 
Johnson & Wales University.)  

Number of Students 

Bill expressed that 1300 students would probably be the ideal.  Bill believes that things 
change at 1500 and we lose some of what we are if we get too big.  With 1300 students 
(about 700 of those being High School students) would make it easier to add some AP 
courses (provided we could add on to the building.)  The demand is definitely there.  
Discussion went to class sizes in majors and academics.  We also discussed speech 
and debate, which has grown to over 40 students that take it as a class.  Lynn definitely 
needs help – not just with the class, but there are 22 competitions during the year and 
10 different events at each competition.   

We could accommodate more students if we move the library to the basement and move 
the music departments upstairs to where the library is now and to a space carved out in 
an additional floor above the music wing and rotunda.  We could also add computer labs 
into the basement.  Music classes work better acoustically with the higher ceilings.  With 
this we could have more classrooms, more art space, more space for music, ability to 
create a new VA tech room.  The added classrooms could help us add more students.  
At the moment this is all predicated on the proposed bond, which isn’t even a reality yet. 

At this point, we took a short lunch break. 

Deb came back at 12:25 and we continued with our discussion about exposure to other majors.  
Deb raised it as a practical matter that she just finished teaching an elective on figure drawing 
where a majority of the kids are tech kids because they need figure drawing as a requirement of 



their major. Dancers might need figure drawing as well.  The theater students could use some 
work in dance and the dancers could use some acting classes.  Since we already have dance 
resources and art resources in house, it makes no sense to hire separate guest artists to offer 
these sub topics to students of a specific major.  Is there a way we could use time and shuffle 
people for ancillary help – maybe on Wednesdays, our stripe day.  It was also suggested that  
we need to beef up electives and make them meaningful.  What about a class on the business 
of music or art history or humanities courses that concern integration of the arts?  What about a 
course on incorporating sound into visual art? 

Community/Diversity - Who are our students and who do we want them to be? 

Do we feel we need more diversity? Do we want more economic diversity or 
racial/cultural diversity or both?  Is the current applicant pool more diverse?  Bill said yes 
it is.  Transportation is a big issue and Deb concurs that she loses kids as a result of the 
transportation issue.  Dave asked about the number of students we get from population 
in our neighborhood – isn’t this area diverse?  In this area we wouldn’t need to worry 
about transportation as much.  If we want to get more students from the community, we 
need to do more outreach.  Deb says we aren’t using the arts network in the District to 
any effect either.  We need to sell to the arts teachers.  The arts teachers can recognize 
the students that have talent and/or strong interests.  Let’s not think about the whole city, 
let’s look at a smaller area.   

Ronni brought up that we need to improve what we have internally as well in order to 
attract and keep diverse students.  It’s important when we’re marketing to let people 
know that we have a diversity committee and we are actively trying to address issues 
surrounding diversity.  Part of what needs to happen internally is cultural sensitivity 
training.   

When we show ourselves to the world we need to make sure we show diversity.  When 
we bring teachers in, we want to bring in diversity.   

Mike asked – what things, other than a longer school day, which is a bigger topic for another 
day, what kinds of things do we want to do differently from current DPS policy? i.e. Bill would 
like to not have to hire academic teachers in the manner currently specified by the District. This 
was more food for thought to be discussed potentially at a later date.   

Sue Borgos was charged with creating two documents – 1) minutes and 2) a synthesis of what 
the vision is – get the vision out fairly quickly so that we can submit key points of this to the 
bond folks.   

The meeting was adjourned at 3:00pm. 

  

 


