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Evidence of Excellence

Deer Valley Unified School District

PHOENIX, ARIZONA

Deer Valley Unified School District strengthened student behavior and school
culture by implementing Behavior Solutions, leading to fewer suspensions,
improved staff satisfaction, and increased academic achievement across all
grade levels.
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Deer Valley Unified School District d¢-

PHOENIX, ARIZONA

» 42 SCHOOLS
» 15 K-6 schools
» 16 K-8 schools
» 3 middle schools
> 5 high schools
) 2 alternative schools

> 1 online academy

» DEMOGRAPHICS
» 32,131 students
> 34% free or reduced lunch
> 4.4% English learners
> 13% students with special needs

» RACIAL/ETHNIC PERCENTAGES
> 61.45% White
» 22.91% Hispanic/Latino
» 5.57% Multiracial
> 5.2% Asian
> 3.52% Black
> 1% American Indian
» 0.39% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

Deer Valley Unified School District, located in
Phoenix, Arizona, serves preK-12 students with
42 schools across 367 square miles. It serves
communities including Phoenix, Glendale,
Peoria, Anthem, New River, and surrounding
unincorporated areas of northwest Maricopa
County. The district’s vision is to graduate lifelong
learners who will successfully compete, lead, and
positively impact the world. Their mission is to
provide extraordinary educational opportunities to
every learner, according to the district’s website.

https://www.dvusd.org/

Please note that all Evidence of Excellence stories, and the data and
people therein, represent solely the timeframe in which Solution
Tree actively worked with the school or district and the timeframe in
which the school or district committed to implementing processes
and practices set forth by Solution Tree. Building and district leaders
and staff featured in Evidence of Excellence stories may have
changed since the stories were published.
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» CHALLENGE

While academic multitiered system of supports (MTSS) structures were in place at Deer
Valley Unified School District (DVUSD), the need for a more systematic approach to
behavioral support became apparent. Administrators observed an increase in behavioral
incidents post-COVID, a trend supported by rising suspension rates and anecdotal
reports from educators, including Jessica Tucker, MTSS behavior specialist, regarding
students’ difficulties with emotional regulation.

At the start, district leaders set an ambitious goal: to reduce suspensions by 25%.
Meeting this goal required navigating additional challenges, including the changing
composition of the teaching staff, with many new educators entering the profession
through alternative pathways, often lacking experience in behavior management.

The fluidity of staffing due to substitute rotations and increased class sizes added
further strain, underscoring the urgent need to reinforce proactive behavioral supports
throughout DVUSD.

» IMPLEMENTATION

In 2021, DVUSD embarked on a multiyear implementation plan, spearheaded by Jessica
Tucker and Gary Diaz Zehrbach, PhD, deputy superintendent of administrative leadership
and services, to address student behavior.

The shift began when an MTSS specialist from DVUSD, attending the Summit on

RTI at Work™ in Austin, Texas, came across the book Behavior Solutions, by John
Hannigan, Jessica Djabrayan Hannigan, Mike Mattos, and Austin Buffum. Inspired,
Dr. Zehrbach championed a districtwide book study in the 2021-2022 school year,
involving leaders from all departments. This initiative laid the foundation for a shared
understanding and commitment to change.

During the 2022-2023 school year, district and pilot teams participated in the
Behavior Solutions: A Practical Road Map for Behavior Success in All Tiers
virtual workshop, deepening their understanding and laying the foundation for
active implementation.

Soon after, the DVUSD team held a pivotal professional development meeting with
John and Jessica Hannigan to officially launch a multiyear coaching plan. This meeting
was instrumental in clarifying the district’s vision, outlining expected outcomes, and
reinforcing the depth of its long-term commitment.

To further support their efforts, district and pilot school teams attended the

RTI at Work™ Institute in Phoenix, Arizona, where school leadership teams began
formalizing their implementation strategies. This collaborative work with the Hannigans
helped establish the framework for a K-12 districtwide rollout of Behavior Solutions,
ensuring alignment and consistency across all sites.

DVUSD also established behavior academies in select schools to provide targeted
support for students with persistent behavioral challenges. Created by John and

Jessica Hannigan, and presented in the book Behavior Academies, this approach
offers a structured pathway for intervention, skill-building, and reentry into general
education. In 2023-2024, the district deepened its commitment by embedding essential
academic and social behaviors into its five-year strategic plan and Portrait of a Graduate
initiative—while also launching districtwide training on Tier 1 behavioral prevention with
direct support from central office leaders and the Hannigans.



What's most powerful is hearing assistant principals say this work has truly transformed their role.
Where they once spent the majority of their day managing discipline, they now spend their time
building relationships, supporting instruction, and doing the work they're passionate about. That
transformation is happening across the board, and it's making a real difference in our schools.”

—Gary Diaz Zehrbach, PhD / Deputy superintendent of administrative leadership and services, Deer Valley Unified School District

» RESULTS

Three years into implementing Behavior Solutions, DVUSD is seeing
measurable success. A consistent, proactive approach to student behavior
has helped foster a more positive school culture where students feel
supported and emotionally equipped to learn.

Behavioral outcomes have been especially noteworthy:
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Districtwide suspensions have dropped significantly, while teacher
support for handling student discipline rose from 60% to 98%.

The district achieved a 53% decrease in suspensions in year one
and an additional 25% decrease in year two.

One high school reported zero suspensions in one month, a
milestone achievement for a school with zero tolerance policies.

In a high school Behavior Academy, 25 of 30 students successfully
exited, demonstrating the effectiveness of targeted intervention.

Impact of Behavior Solutions
on Teachers and Suspensions
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The district has also achieved remarkable academic success:

Percentage

100~

80

60

40

20

27 schools earned an A rating from the Arizona State Board of
Education in the 2023-2024 school year

28 schools received the prestigious A+ School of Excellence award.
Students consistently outperformed the state average on FY 2024

assessments by 13 points in math, 11 in English language arts, and
18 in science.

14 schools were recognized by the state of Arizona in 2024-2025
for effective schoolwide Positive Behavior Intervention Systems: 12
for Tier 1 implementation, one for Tier 1 and Tier 2, and one for
Tier 1, 2, and 3 with a model designation opportunity.

Chronic absences for all students in DVUSD stood at 12% in 2024,
significantly lower than the Arizona state average of 24%.

The 4-year graduation rate also increased to 94.6%,17.6 points
above the state average.

The Districtwide Employee Satisfaction Survey, which measures
whether students are generally orderly and well behaved, showed
an increase from 74% in 2023 to 78% in 2024 and 80% in 2025.

Student Behavior &
Performance Metrics
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Start your
success story

You have a vision for change and improvement in your school or district. You want to see
results in the classroom for the lifelong betterment of your students.

At Solution Tree, we share your vision to transform education to ensure learning for all, and we can help
you make this vision a reality.

OUR PROMISE: No other professional learning company provides our unique blend of research-based,
results-driven services that improve learning outcomes for students.

P Start your school’s RTI at Work™

Ah
professional development journey at “i Solution Tree
SolutionTree.com/PD or call 800.733.6786.




