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ERDI is proud to present this 
second article series, which is a 
culmination of six thought leader 
symposiums dedicated to the 

exploration of systems leadership for equity. 
We aim not only to delve into the critical issues 
surrounding equity in PK-12 education but also 
to inspire leaders to embrace courage and 
conviction as they navigate complex 
circumstances.

During our time together, we have delved 
deeply into the fundamental questions 
that underpin our work: What is equity, 
and how do we lead for equity? How do 
we build workforces that reflect and serve 
our diverse communities? What are the 
essential elements of a strong, inclusive 
culture, and how do we nurture and sustain 
it? And, perhaps most importantly, how do 
we develop and fortify resilient workforces 
capable of navigating the ever-evolving 
challenges of the education landscape?

Over the past few years, our symposiums 
have been a source of inspiration and 
enlightenment, bringing together some of the 
brightest minds and most dedicated leaders 
in the field of education. The rich dialogue, 
shared experiences, and collective wisdom 
have propelled us forward on our quest to 
create equitable learning experiences and 
opportunities for all students.

Our exploration of systems leadership for 
equity requires us to lead with courage and 
conviction, confront uncomfortable truths, and 
take bold actions that will bring about positive 
change in our education systems. Industry 
and district leaders have not only shared their 
leadership wisdom and knowledge but have 
also laid bare the challenges and rewards of 
leading in today’s education landscape. Their 
openness and vulnerability have been the 
catalyst for the transformative conversations 
that have taken place within our circle.

Together, we have built a community that 
seeks to break down barriers, challenge the 
status quo, and create brighter futures for all 
students. Our collective commitment to this 
mission fills me with hope, and I’m eager to 
carry forward the spirit of collaboration, the 
passion for change, and the unyielding belief 
in the power of education to transform lives. 
Let us continue to learn from one another, 
share our insights, and inspire one another to 
reach greater heights.

Special thanks to the many ERDI members 
who have been a part of this incredible 
journey. As we continue our efforts, let us do 
so with courage in our hearts and conviction 
in our actions.  I am excited to see where our 
collective wisdom and determination will take 
us next.

With hope and gratitude,

Jennifer Ferrari, Ed. D 
 Chief Executive Officer & President, ERDI

LETTER FROM THE CEO
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What began two years ago at the inaugural Thought Leader Symposium in Fall 
2021 has evolved into a biannual gathering of district and industry leaders who 
collaboratively examine and champion the work of equity in their respective 
educational spaces. In  a safe and supportive environment where ideas and 
stories are shared, research and best practices are presented, and candid 
discussion is encouraged and respected, attendees delved into meaningful 
dialogue and reflection around Equity in Building a Resilient Workforce, 
Reclaiming the Narrative in our School Districts and Communities, and Leading 
with Courage in Challenging Times.

The articles in this publication are a compilation of the presentations, discussions, 
and roundtable insights that took place throughout the Symposium, as well 
as data culled from attendee responses to specific queries posed via the 
InnovateK12 platform.

ERDI prides itself on providing a forum where leaders feel comfortable sharing 
stories of vulnerability, and lessons learned both in and out of the district. For 
that reason, some details and remarks are intentionally unattributed.

Special thanks to the facilitators, presenters, roundtable discussion leaders, 
sponsors, and, of course, the attendees whose active participation in this 
Symposium not only has made an immediate impact but will inform the work of 
future Thought Leader Symposiums.

Never underestimate the power of an idea. Great things can 
happen when even two or three people come together with a 
shared purpose.”

— Wanda Cook-Robinson, Superintendent, Oakland (MI) Schools

“

OVERVIEW
 



5

OUR SPONSORS
 

This effort was generously sponsored by these outstanding solution providers who 
are committed to advancing the work of equity in their own organizations and those 
they serve. We appreciate their contributions to this work and appreciate their side-
by-side collaboration and partnership.

`

A special thanks to Strategic Collaborator InnovateK12 for producing this latest article series in 
collaboration with ERDI. We are grateful to InnovateK12 both for chronicling the critical issues 
as well as capturing the diverse brilliance and collective voices of the leaders who participated.



Special thanks to the many district leaders and superintendents who assumed pivotal 
leadership roles at our recent symposium. Their dedication, insights, and expertise 
have enriched our efforts and continue to make this practitioner-led symposium work 
possible. We are grateful for their invaluable contributions to our organization and the 
broader education community.

THOUGHT LEADERSHIP
Featured Leaders 

 

Dr. Adam Clark 
Superintendent (CA)

Dr. Alan Hack 
Chief Academic Officer (PA)

Anthony Cundari 
Assistant Superintendent for 

Personnel (IL)

Dr. Baron Davis 
Superintendent Emeritus (SC)

Dan Bridges 
Superintendent (IL)

Dr. Gustavo Balderas 
Superintendent (OR)

Dr. Jared Bloom 
Superintendent (NY)

Dr. Jason Simeroth 
Superintendent (OK)

Dr. John VanWagoner 
Superintendent (MI)

Dr. Joseph Davis  
Superintendent (MO)

Dr. Kevin Grier 
Superintendent (CA)

Dr. Kimberlee Armstrong 
Deputy Superintendent (WA)

6



7

Dr. Laurie Fiorenza 
Assistant Superintendent for 

Student Learning (IL)

Dr. Michelle Rodriguez 
Superintendent (CA)

Nerlande Anselme 
Assistant Superintendent of  
Student Family Services (NY)

Paul Goodenough 
Executive Director of 

Technology (OK)

Rene Sanchez 
Superintendent (VT)

Dr. Robert McBride 
Superintendent (IL)

Dr. Rochel Daniels 
Superintendent (MO)

Dr. Sheldon Berman 
Superintendent Emeritus  

(MA, KY, OR)

Dr. Stacey Butterfield 
Superintendent (OK)

Stephen Murley 
Superintendent Emeritus  

(WI, IA)

Dr. Steve Joel 
Superintendent Emeritus (NE)

Dr. Wanda Cook-Robinson 
Superintendent (MI)

Dr. Yolanda Stanislaus 
Director, Dept. of Professional 

Growth & HR (MD)
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For nearly 40 years, The Education Research & Development Institute (ERDI) has 
convened top district and industry leaders from across the US to collaboratively tackle the 
top problems of practice facing PK-12 education. Members share professional expertise 
and insights to inform and optimize the development of products and services, which 
support PK-12 districts, schools, and classrooms. Through a combination of research 
and development panels, think tanks, symposiums, roundtables, and professional 
learning opportunities, ERDI supports school district leaders and solution providers 
who contribute to the critical work of public education. Our mission is to ensure that 
all students have access to the highest quality learning experiences so they will be 
productive, ready stewards of the future. 
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Educational leaders face many challenges but 
one of the most pressing in today’s politically 
and culturally divisive climate is building a 
resilient workforce. How do leaders ensure 
equity and diversity not only in the hiring 
process, but also in the development and 
retention of staff who are prepared to address 
tough issues, particularly in the face of vocal 
criticism and discontent?

It can be done, says Dr. Kimberlee Armstrong, 
Deputy Superintendent, Evergreen Public 
Schools (WA), and author of Intersectional 
Leadership: Strategies for Building Resilient 
Workforces. Using the book’s first three 
chapters—Equity-Based Hiring, Symbolic 
Interaction, and Affinity Grouping—as a 
foundation for discussion, Dr. Armstrong 
offered innovative strategies and approaches 
for educational leaders to consider in 
creating a more inclusive, supportive, and  
resilient workplace.

Equity-Based Hiring
Dr. Armstrong describes equity-based hiring 
in her book as the seed that fosters growth 
and cultivates a resilient workforce. “Equity-
based hiring serves as a vital foundation for 
cultivating a robust and adaptable workforce,” 
she says, adding the approach necessitates 
continuous assessment and refinement 
of recruitment strategies, with the goal of 
fostering genuine diversity and inclusivity 
throughout the organization.

Equity-based hiring
• Uses inclusive language in job 

descriptions;

• Actively recruits candidates from 
underrepresented groups;

• Provides training to hiring managers 
on how to identify and reduce 
unconscious biases in the hiring 
process.

Participants acknowledged that addressing 
implicit bias is critical to the hiring process, 
providing a way to eliminate unfair judgments 
and promote diversity and inclusion.

“If we continue to do things the way we’ve 
always done things, we’re going to keep 
getting the same results,” said Dan Bridges, 
Superintendent, Naperville (IL), CSD 203, who 
led the roundtable discussion, Equity-Centered 
Hiring Practices: Bridging the Teacher Diversity 
Gap. “We have to start thinking out-of-the-box 
about our approaches.”

The roundtable participants offered 
four strategies:
1.  To have success in recruiting and hiring, 

schools must ensure the people they 
recruit feel a sense of belonging.

2. Districts must provide a system of 
support, such as affinity groups (see 
below), to ensure they are creating safe 
spaces for crucial conversations.

3. In order to innovate, districts must have a 
clear vision of how to recruit, and recruit 
in a more aggressive way.

BUILDING A RESILIENT WORKFORCE
“Kids cannot be what they cannot see.”
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4.  Districts must “tap on the shoulder” 
of internal candidates for leadership 
opportunities and provide the pathway 
and support for them to be successful.

Dr. Kevin Grier, Superintendent, Loma Prieta 
Joint Union School District (CA), said districts 
should examine barriers to equity-based 
hiring in all aspects of the process--from 
the language in the job description, to the 
interview environment, to the awareness of 
team members’ own implicit biases.

“We had a great talk about how people feel 
they need to leave part of themselves in 
the car to go to work because they can’t 
be themselves,” said Dr. Grier, who led the 
roundtable discussion about examining hiring 
practices. “What can we do in the hiring 
process so our people feel like they want to 
bring [all of themselves] into the job?”

Dr. Gustavo Balderas, Superintendent of 
Beaverton School District (OR), framed the 
importance of, and commitment to equitable 
hiring practices that yield a more diverse 
representation of staff that more aptly reflect 
the student population. He presented four 
key initiatives that he has found critical to 
successfully retaining staff: 

1. Multi-year mentoring. 

2. Aligning school and district culture that’s 
inclusive to all who live it…practice it. 

3. Affinity spaces for staff. 

4. Strong PD–the best motivator for 
producing better teachers–which will 
allow you to keep them in our district. 

Kids cannot be what they cannot see.”

— Dr. Gustavo Balderas, Superintendent, 
Beaverton School District (OR)

“

Dr. Armstrong wrote that there are three 
actions that leaders must take in order to build 
a resilient staff:  

Listen. Lift. Love. 

 “Take the time to get to know your team 
members as individuals,” Dr. Armstrong urged. 
“Ask about their experiences, interests and 
perspectives. Be open to learning from them and 
create opportunities for them to connect with 
one another and build relationships. Commit to 
seeing them before seeing the work.”

“Every single one of us is here today because 
of an event or somebody who saw something 
in us that we didn’t see in ourselves,” 
Superintendent Emeritus Dr. Steve Joel said.

“When recruiting educators and 
leaders of color, it is imperative 
that we challenge assumptions and 
interrupt bias, for it is in dismantling 
preconceptions that we cultivate 
a learning environment rooted in 
diversity, equity, and inclusion, 
ensuring that every school district 
becomes a beacon of equal 
opportunity and enlightenment.”

— Dr. Yolanda Stanislaus, Director, 
Department of Professional Growth 
Systems, Montgomery County Public 
Schools (MD)

“
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STRATEGY: 
Equity-based Hiring: “Intersectional Leadership”
Implement hiring practices that promote equity and diversity, such as blind resume 
review and targeted outreach to underrepresented groups, to build a diverse and 
inclusive workforce.

LEADER REFLECTIONS 
Building a Resilient Workforce
The following reflections were gleaned from attendees’ responses to an InnovateK12 query during 
the Symposium.

1. Equity Work Requires Resilience and Courage

This insight emphasizes the importance of resilience and courage when working towards 
equity. It suggests that addressing equity issues often involves overcoming challenges and 
adversity, requiring individuals and organizations to be strong and determined in their efforts.

2. Diverse Challenges in Equity Work

The statement, “The equity challenges faced by public schools across the country are vastly 
different and very much the same,” highlights the complexity of equity work. While challenges 
may vary by location, there are common themes and issues that persist nationwide. 
Understanding this duality is crucial for effective equity work.

3. Ownership and Responsibility

The phrase, “It starts and continues with us,” underscores the idea that individuals and 
communities play a pivotal role in advancing equity. It highlights the importance of taking 
ownership and responsibility for addressing equity issues, emphasizing that change begins 
at the individual level.

4. Community Engagement in Equity Goals

The need to “share the goals for pipeline and our commitment to equity with our families and 
communities” reflects the importance of involving the broader community in equity initiatives. 
Engaging families and communities can help build support and alignment with equity goals.

5. Challenges in Employee Retention for Underrepresented Groups

The insight about retaining employees from underrepresented groups when they face 
challenges and lack acceptance from the dominant group or population highlights a critical 
issue in equity work. It points to the importance of not only recruitment but also retaining and 
supporting employees who may face discrimination or bias in the workplace.
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“It’s very important that as 
superintendents we articulate 
what equity really means because 
it could mean different things 
in different communities. In 
my community equity is about 
quality instructional practices to 
make sure we give our students 
resources academically to close the 
achievement gap.” 

— Dr. Joseph Davis, 
Superintendent, Ferguson-
Florissant School District (MO)

“

Symbolic Interaction
The main idea behind symbolic interaction 
is that individuals create meaning through 
their interactions with others. Using symbols 
such as language, gestures, and objects, 
people communicate with each other and 
create shared understanding. “The symbolic 
interaction theory also helps to explain how 
individuals create their own sense of identity 
and self-concept through interactions with 
others at work,” Dr. Armstrong explained. 
“This means how we perceive ourselves is 
shaped by the feedback we receive from 
others and the symbols they use to convey 
their perceptions of us.” Those who receive 
positive feedback from others are more likely 
to have a more positive self-concept.

Superintendent Emeritus Stephen Murley, 
Assistant Professor, College of Education, 
University of Iowa, presented the idea of a 
social contract. “You need to be really explicit 
about what feedback looks like – what it means 
to you, how you give it, how you receive it — 
so you can have a forum where we can have 
an honest exchange. So often feedback can 
be superficial. How to make sure it’s really 

deep and meaningful is what drives relentless 
improvement value in your organization.”

Participants at the roundtable, Feedback 
Loops: How to Create Systems of Two-
Directional Feedback to Improve Employee 
Retention and Engagement, talked about the 
importance of coaches, mentors and sponsors. 
“Organizations need to make sure people not 
only have a feedback loop that goes up and 
down, but also one that works externally,” 
said Murley.

In her book, Dr. Armstrong says symbolic 
interaction also can help explain the 
importance of onboarding, and the role it plays 
in shaping an employee’s relationship with 
their organization. She writes, “The onboarding 
process is a time when new employees are 
introduced to the shared symbols, values, and 
beliefs that shape the organization’s culture.”

Rene Sanchez, Superintendent, Champlain 
Valley School District (VT), led the roundtable 
that discussed Dr. Armstrong’s COMPASS 
(Connection, Onboarding, Motivation, Politics, 
Achievement, Setup, System) framework. 

He said onboarding must be:

1. Explicit (letting new hires know exactly 
who they need to see and why)

2. Ongoing (outreach throughout the Year 1)

3. Monitored (survey new hires periodically 
and take action from findings)
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STRATEGY 

Symbolic Interaction: “Intersectional Leadership”
Foster open communication and active listening in the workplace, and create 
opportunities for collaborative problem-solving, thus encouraging shared meaning 
and interaction among employees.

“There’s been a breakdown of 
trust between administrators and 
teachers...When we talk about 
the symbolic component of being 
a superintendent, being the 
leader of your district, this doesn’t 
happen overnight. The hard part, 
with the average superintendent 
being 2 ¾ years in the job, is that 
many times this [trust] is never 
able to be established. But we 
must continue to stay on the path 
and do that work.”

— Dr. John VanWagoner, 
Superintendent, Traverse City 
Area (MI) Public Schools

“

Affinity Grouping
Affinity groups are communities of individuals 
who share a common identity or interest and 
come together to provide mutual support, 
share knowledge and experiences, and 
advocate for their community. Affinity groups 
“offer a brave space for members to share 
their stories, discuss common issues, and 
receive support and validation from others 
who understand their perspective,” says Dr. 
Armstrong.

Dr. Adam Clark, Superintendent, Mt. Diablo 
Unified School District (CA), said affinity 

groups create equity and inclusivity among 
participants. “Affinity groups allow others to 
hear what these voices are telling us, how they 
are feeling, and how they are interacting with 
the system, be it successful or not.” He added, 
“An affinity group can also raise the level of 
cultural competence and creates an area for 
support and networking.”

Dr. Clark’s district has a Black Educators 
Association, even though less than 3% of the 
staff is African American. “In order to not only 
recruit and hire them, but also to actually keep 
them in the profession, it’s really important that 
we have this affinity group so they can come 
together and share experiences and have that 
social networking time,” he said.

In response to an InnovateK12 query, Symposium 
participants stressed the importance of allowing 
affinity groups to operate autonomously to 
empower individuals with shared characteristics 
or interests to share their agendas and initiatives. 
This autonomy is essential in building trust and 
fostering a sense of belonging among group 
members.

Risk Factors and Protective Factors

In the chapter of her book about affinity 
grouping, Dr. Armstrong writes about the Risk 
and Resilience Framework, a theoretical model 
centered around two primary factors that 
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influence an individual’s ability to overcome 
challenges: risk factors and protective factors.

Mike Hennessy, Chief Research & Insights 
Officer for PeopleBench, shared lists of risk 
and protective factors and asked education 
leaders to consider one risk factor they can 
mitigate and one protective factor they can 
amplify to influence staff resilience. “What’s 
the one thing you can do differently as an 
individual that will influence the staff resilience 
in your district?” he asked.

Risk Factors:
• Lack of clarity

• Workload

• Lack of autonomy/agency

• Fear

• Emotional demands’ 

• Political climate 

Protective Factors:
• Mentoring & coaching

• Authentic leadership

• Emotional support resources

• Flexibility

• Sense of purpose

• Experience and wisdom

Attendees offered both risk and protective 
factors that resonated most with them, some of 
which were new or reinforced existing factors–
with context. (See Leader Reflections box on 
page 15):  Teacher shortages/staffing issues 
and organizational factors and perceptions, 
such as role ambiguity and unclear long-
term vision, as risk factors, and leadership/
culture and workplace conditions/resources 
as protective factors.

STRATEGY 
Affinity Grouping:  
“Intersectional Leadership” 
Support the establishment of 
spaces for individuals with shared 
identities or experiences to come 
together, fostering resilience in the 
face of discrimination and other 
challenges.

I want to speak to Kimberlee’s 
concept of listening, lifting and 
loving. We’re doing this work 
because we really love kids, and 
we really love the mission to help 
all kids be successful. Unless 
we do this with love, we’re not 
actually living the spirit of what 
brings us to education. Listen, Lift, 
Love is a triangular piece that is 
critically important.”

— Dr. Sheldon Berman

“
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LEADER REFLECTIONS 
Protective Factors of the Risk/Resilience Framework
The following reflections were gleaned from attendees’ responses to an InnovateK12 query 
during the Symposium.

Intentional Leadership and Investment 

The importance of intentional leadership is a recurring theme. Respondents emphasize 
the need to strategically invest in team development and create measurable plans of 
action to nurture the next generation of leaders. This includes initiatives such as mentoring, 
sponsorship, and coaching. Intentionality is also seen as crucial in recruitment, interview 
processes, and retention strategies.

1. Inclusivity and Equity. Inclusivity and equity are central themes. Respondents stress 
the importance of addressing implicit bias in hiring practices through training and 
examining every step of the hiring process for bias. They also advocate for creating 
a social contract that defines how feedback is given and received, individualized 
to each team member. Additionally, being inclusive in job postings and fostering a 
culture of inclusivity within the organization is highlighted.

2. Support and Development. Support and development are key aspects of effective 
leadership. Respondents recognize the value of investment in teacher knowledge, 
particularly in subjects like mathematics, and its impact on students. Additionally, they 
emphasize the importance of providing opportunities for employees to grow, seek 
feedback, and have transparent communication. Building trust through engagement, 
mentorship, coaching, and sponsorship is also underscored.

3. Context Awareness and Listening. Context awareness and active listening are 
essential for leaders seeking to implement change. Respondents stress the need to 
understand the current reality, listen to the thoughts and opinions of stakeholders, 
and communicate the “why” behind change efforts. This includes acknowledging the 
unique circumstances of individuals outside of their jobs.

4. Broadening Leadership and Transparency. Broadening leadership opportunities 
is a recurring theme. Respondents advocate for not pigeonholing internal candidates 
and for broadening the search for exemplary applicants. Transparency in leadership 
processes, clear communication of core values, and designing with, by, and for 
individuals are considered important. Succession planning is also highlighted, 
emphasizing the need to encourage and support individuals at all levels on their 
paths to leadership.
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In his presentation, Building Resilient 
Workforces: Best Practices for Supporting 
Resilience in Building in District Ecosystems, 
Hennessy shared the seven components of 
the Resilience at Work Model:

1. Living Authentically

2. Finding Your Calling

3. Maintaining Perspective

4. Mastering Stress

5. Interacting Cooperatively

6. Staying Healthy

7. Building Networks

Dr. Robert Chalwell, Executive Director 
of Family & Student Services Inclusivity in 
Webster Central School District (NY) said, “It’s 
about not just embracing the power of your 
story, but also modeling what it looks like to 
create safe spaces for others to share their 
story and share their authentic self across the 
diversity of experiences and diverse cultural 
identities we all come with.”

Cultivating Resilience in K12 
Workplaces

Top Protective Factors
*As identified by ERDI Leaders

• Leadership and Culture

• Emotional and Mental 
Health Support

• Workplace Conditions and 
Resources

• Networking and Community 
Building

• Personal Well-Being and 
Development

Top Risk Factors
*As identified by ERDI Leaders

• Workplace Stress and 
Overload

• External Factors and Politics

• Teacher Shortages and 
Staffing Issues

• Emotional and Social 
Factors

• Organizational Factors and 
Perceptions
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It takes courage to be in education. Whether 
you’re a veteran superintendent or just 
stepping into the role, a seasoned teacher 
or taking over a classroom for the first time, 
courage comes in many forms but is essential 
when championing what is best for the 
students and district.

Engaging vocal parents, holding ground with 
board members, taking risks, and bringing 
your authentic self to work every day takes 
courage. Sometimes that courage can lead 
you down roads you never imagined.

“Keep your ears open and keep your mind 
open to opportunities and listen to all of 
them,” advised Dr. Stacey Butterfield, 
Superintendent, Jenks Public Schools (OK). 
“You just never know what door may open…
People lifted me up. They encouraged me to 
be open minded and to seek opportunities. 
I would not be where I am today because of 
what I did alone; it’s because of the people 
around me, just like you all.”

Educators emphasized the need for 
courageous leadership, particularly in times of 
difficulty and uncertainty, and that it is essential 
for driving meaningful change in education.

In talking about the state of educational 
leadership, Superintendent Emeritus Dr. Joel 
said leaders must power through challenging 
times as positive role models. As difficult as it 
may be, “it will be appreciated by the majority 
of your stakeholders who value education,” he 
said.

Respondents to an InnovateK12 
query highlighted that leaders 
should be willing to:

• Confront challenges.

• Take calculated risks.

• Make bold decisions that align 
with the organization’s mission 
and values.

And, it is the majority who believe in the 
work to which school leaders are committed, 
according to Dr. Sheldon Berman, lead 
Superintendent for Social-Emotional Learning 
at AASA, the Schools Superintendent 
Association. Dr. Berman spoke throughout the 
Symposium about Reclaiming the Narrative 
(see related story) and said educators must 
“have the courage to challenge others...
because it is our standing up that will make 
the difference in terms of helping our kids be 
successful.” He added, “This is an important 
piece of the conversation we have to have; 
an important piece of the courage we have to 
have as community leaders.”

Dr. Wanda Cook-Robinson, Superintendent, 
Oakland Schools (MI), says courageous 
leadership also means always knowing where 
you stand. “You need to know, where do I draw 
the line? My focus is always, ‘What is good for 

LEADING WITH COURAGE AND CONVICTION IN 
CHALLENGING TIMES

Being relentless in the pursuit of what is best for students and districts
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the children?’ and that is how I make decisions,” 
she said. “There are going to be stakeholders 
in your community who want things that are 
not good for children. Where do you stand 
when those conversations happen?”

When asked about controversial curriculum 
topics, respondents to the InnovateK12 survey 
pointed to gender identity, sexual orientation 
and LGBTQ+ rights. While some believe these 
discussions are essential for creating inclusive 
and diverse educational environments, others 
expressed apprehension about parental rights 
and community values. The challenge lies in 
striking a balance between inclusivity and 
respecting diverse viewpoints.

Advocacy for students and their needs clearly 
hit home and was a prominent theme when 
attendees were asked how the Symposium 
inspired them, saying they were encouraged 
to ask questions, and take action to protect 
and serve students effectively. Others 
emphasized the importance of bold and 
courageous leadership and being fearless in 
their pursuit of what is best for students and 
their districts. Perhaps they were inspired by 
Cook-Robinson’s advice to those who desire 
to lead a district: “You have to be ready to say, 
‘It’s about children, therefore this my decision.’ 
And you’ve got to be ready to walk. If you’re 
not, the superintendency isn’t for you. This 
isn’t a job where you go along to get along.”

Dr. Michelle Rodriguez shared her 
journey to becoming the newly appointed 
superintendent of Stockton Unified 
School District (CA). From the moment she 
interviewed with the Board, she said, “This 
is how I’m going to lead the district. And if 
you don’t like it, I can stay where I am, and 
I’m OK with that.” Byron McClure, Director 

of Innovation at 7 Mindsets affirmed Dr. 
Rodriguez and said, “That is leading with 
courage!” 

Leadership, however, takes time. “When we 
talk about the symbolic component of being 
a superintendent, being the leader of your 
district, this doesn’t happen overnight,” said 
Dr. John VanWagoner, Superintendent, 
Traverse City Area Public Schools (MI). “In an 
instant-gratification society, how can we stay 
on the path and do that work?”

Leaders need to be champions, suggested 
participants of the roundtable discussion, 
Harnessing the Power of Your Authentic Self. 
“All of us, every educator, every leader, needs 
a champion,” said Dr. Chalwell. “At every stage 
in our life, we are going to find ourselves at 
some point where a champion is going to do 
something for us that we might not be able to 
do for ourselves. And we should be champions 
for others as well.”

That sentiment resonated with participants 
who emphasized the need to strategically 
invest in team development and create 
measurable plans of action to succession 
planning to nurture the next generation 
of leaders. They cited initiatives such as 
mentoring, sponsorship and coaching, and 
intentionality in recruitment, interviewing 
processes, and retention strategies.
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The three-stranded braid that defines 
courageous action: A commitment to 
moral principles, an awareness of the 
danger involved in supporting those 
principles, and a willing endurance of 
that danger.”

— Rushworth Kidder,  
Institute for Global Ethics

“

“Every single one of us is here today because 
of an event or because of somebody who 
saw something in us that we didn’t see in 
ourselves,” Dr. Joel said. “So we have this 
compelling mandate now to go out back into 
our districts and our communities and find 
those same people just as we were found.”

Creating a leadership pipeline requires a shift in 
leadership mindset, said Dr. Alan Hack, Chief 
Academic Officer and Assistant Executive 
Director, Central Susquehanna Intermediate 
Unit (PA). “Finding quality applicants is really 
critical, so changing our level of leadership 
and that mindset in terms of hiring practices,” 
he said, adding “And most of us are thinking 
on the instructional side, but the operational 
side of leadership is really challenging right 
now and is equal, in terms of its critical impact, 
on the work that we do.”

LEADER REFLECTIONS 
Leading with Courage in 
Challenging Times
The following reflections were gleaned from 
attendees’ responses to an InnovateK12 
query during the Symposium.

1. Investing in People Over Things
Participants strongly emphasize the importance of 
prioritizing human capital over material resources 
in their organization’s budget allocation. They 
believe that by channeling resources towards 

staff development, well-being, and professional 
growth, the organization can create a more 
productive and engaged workforce, ultimately 
leading to improved outcomes.

2. Cultivating a Culture of Gratitude
The theme of gratitude revolves around the 
idea of fostering a workplace culture where 
expressing appreciation is not just a formality 
but a genuine practice. Participants stress 
that this culture of gratitude should extend 
to colleagues, superiors, and subordinates. 
By doing so, they aim to build stronger 
relationships, enhance the sense of community, 
and boost morale within the organization.

3. Addressing Implicit Bias in Hiring
Implicit bias awareness is seen as a critical step 
in the hiring process. Participants suggest that 
acknowledging and openly discussing these 
biases before interviews and selection processes 
can help eliminate unfair judgments and promote 
diversity and inclusion. This proactive approach 
aligns with the organization’s commitment to 
equitable hiring practices.

4. Promoting Inclusivity Through Affinity 
Groups 
The theme of affinity groups underscores the 
organization’s commitment to creating a diverse 
and inclusive environment. Participants stress the 
importance of allowing these groups to operate 
autonomously, as it empowers individuals with 
shared characteristics or interests to shape their 
agendas and initiatives. This autonomy is essential 
in building trust and fostering a sense of belonging 
among group members.

5. Embracing Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
and Innovation
Participants recognize the transformative 
potential of AI in education and its broader 
implications for efficiency and personalized 
learning experiences. They emphasize the 
urgency of integrating AI into the educational 
landscape and view it as a tool that can empower 
both educators and students. By doing so, they 
aim to stay ahead of the curve in leveraging 
technology for educational improvement.
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The loudest voice is not necessarily the 
majority voice. In fact, in many instances it’s 
not. But it can be the voice most heard, and 
the one that sets a divisive tone in the district 
and community. Protests, demands, criticisms 
and overt interference in the classroom have 
put educational leaders on  defense when it 
comes to Social-Emotional Learning, issues 
of race and racism, access to books in school 
libraries, and policies and practices related to 
LBGTQ+ student rights.

The Silent Majority
“A recent UCLA study found there were 
more than 900 school districts subjected 
to anti-critical race theory campaigns,” 
said Superintendent Emeritus Dr. Sheldon 
Berman. Superintendents and teachers are 
being questioned, threatened, and even 
terminated; school boards are succumbing 
to pressure from local activist groups; and 
laws are being passed that tie the hands of 
teachers on many levels. Dr. Berman, who is 
Lead Superintendent for SEL at AASA, shared 
nearly a dozen headlines that illustrate the 
volatile climate.

The good news is recent studies show that 
a majority of people support that work being 
done in schools. The bad news is the silent 
majority is just that — silent because they 
“have shrunk back from the threats, negative 
engagement and anger,” Dr. Berman said. 
“They don’t want to be a part of it.”

“With all the controversy out there around 
critical race theory, SEL, and equity, a number 
of associations and research institutes 
have pursued studies of what parents and 
communities are thinking right now about all 
this,” Dr. Berman said. “There are some really 
powerful results that speak to the fact that 
the loud voices have dominated, but they’re 
actually in the minority.”

A 2022 Pew Research Center survey showed 
93% of parents say SEL is important in schools, 
and 88% of parents in a 2022 National PTA 
survey say they want schools to teach SEL 
skills. “That’s a powerful consensus of parents, 
and yet we have states that are pulling away 
from SEL,” Dr. Berman said.

So how can education leaders re-engage the 
silent majority?

“We need to focus on how we reclaim the 
narrative. What strategies can we use and 
how do we reframe our language so people 
can hear it?” he asked.

Core Purposes
Dr. Berman said districts must adopt a Core 
Purposes approach, which he outlined in the 
February 2023 School Administrator article, 
“Reclaiming the Narrative: Pushing back to 
protect good teaching, important content, and 
students’ sense of belonging.”

School leaders must become adept, he said, 
in approaches and messaging that move the 

RECLAIMING THE NARRATIVE 
Protecting good teaching, important content,  

and students’ sense of belonging
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public away from inflammatory rhetoric and 
slogans, and toward the core of what we want 
to accomplish.

When asked to draft a core message that would 
resonate in their communities, attendees 
focused on the following themes:

Core Messages That 
Resonate in Communities
  Safe and Inclusive Learning 
Environments 

A commitment to creating 
an inclusive and welcoming 
atmosphere where all students feel 
valued and respected.

Child-Centered Education 
All children, regardless of 
background, deserve equitable 
access to quality education.

Equity and Inclusion 
The need to address historic and 
systemic barriers to diversity, equity 
and inclusion.

Safety and Wellbeing 
The importance of physical safety 
within school premises as well 
as emotional safety, fostering 
an environment free from 
discrimination and prejudice.  

Advocacy and Open 
Communication 
A need for transparency and 
mutual respect in decision-making 
processes.

“We’re not going to convince everybody,” Dr. 
Berman said. “Our role is to build support 
from the majority of people who do believe 
we are doing the right thing. In that way, we 
are building support, and we move beyond 
the controversy and we move to a much 
more positive place because we know our 
community supports our work.”

Dr. Berman said districts need to align with 
parents, talk about skills and move away from 
slogans and jargon often used in education. 
“Even as individuals, how do we lead in our 
communities with our friends and neighbors? 
How can we respond in ways that don’t 
alienate people but actually build affinity and a 
sense of understanding?” he asked.

It’s not our role to say what is most popular, 
but to make popular what needs to be said 
in a way people can hear it.”

— Dr. Sheldon Berman

“
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