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And just like that—it’s the start of another school year. The summer flew 
past like a torrid gust of wind, and while classrooms may have been quiet, 
the K12 education landscape was anything but. 

As districts continued their search for teachers (and other staff) and AI 
proliferated, drawing a panoply of reactions (“Students love it!” “Teachers 
hate it!” “Teachers love it more than students!”), the issue of pandemic-
related learning loss remained an almost-lost-in-the-shuffle reality three 
years after the onset of COVID. Controversial curriculum changes domi-
nated the news, and book bans continued apace as the next election cycle 
has begun to ramp up. It’s been a lot.

But while the old back-to-school staples of new pencils, backpacks and 
books have long been in the rearview mirror—replaced by electronics and, 
well, a much more limited selection of reading materials—one basic tenet 
remains: Our kids’ education is the most important thing. 

That objective keeps you all above the fray.
Throughout the year, we at District Administration spend time talking 

with the esteemed district leaders and edtech specialists who are immersed 
in K12 education issues 24/7. We know you don’t work from 8 am to 3 pm 
nine months a year, as so many people mistakenly believe. We know your 
jobs are your lives, and that you devote yourselves to bettering our chil-
dren’s present as well as their futures. We know you don’t cave under the 
pressures you face every day both inside and outside the schools that house 
your offices. And we know you don’t spend your entire summers chilling by 
the pool, that planning and strategizing for the upcoming year doesn’t stop 
when the final bell rings in May. We listen. And we learn from you.

As you welcome your students back this fall, we applaud you. We sup-
port you on your mission and will continue to cherish the opportunity to 
exchange information with you every day in our collective quest to uphold 
excellence in public education.

Lori Capullo, Executive Editor

“I had very conservative 
and liberal people on 

my board. It used to not 
be radical. It used to be 

somewhat boring. But now, 
finding compromise is 
considered radical.”

—Katy Anthes, former commissioner 
for Colorado Dept. of Education
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Add our Telematics Hardware for 
'One Partner, One Solution, No Headaches.'

POWER UP your transportation operation with the hard-hitting combination 
of the award-winning, browser-based Routefinder PLUS routing solution with 
the driver navigation app Wayfinder. Together this pair provides the winning 
combination to help combat your school transportation woes.

Manage staff shortages, efficiency, optimization, and safety with Transfinder!

 More efficient routes and fewer trips and drivers 
   with Artificial Intelligence Optimization™ or AIO
 Forms creation with Formfinder (included in PLUS)
   – discipline forms, pre and post inspection and more
 Messaging with Chatfinder (included in PLUS)

Take attendance with the tablet or RFID cards
Turn-by-turn voice navigation for drivers
Alerts when taking attendance to notify driver 
  of important child data
Substitute resources quickly – change vehicle, 
  driver or bus aide for a specific day or date range

Routefinder PLUS - Routing & PlanningWayfinder - Driver GPS Navigation App

Contact us for more information!
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Back to School Success

DreamBox Learning is the only solution rated ESSA-Strong 
for both math and reading. Get the learning solution 
backed by more than a decade of research. 

reading growth in 60 
hours of personalized 

instruction

2.5 years of 

than the average 
elementary school 
math intervention 

more 
e�ective

dreambox.com/back-to-school

www.dreambox.com/back-to-school
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The “Great Resignation” of the 
COVID pandemic represented a 
missed opportunity for women in 
education—or, rather, a missed op-
portunity for the education system 
to promote more female leaders to 
the superintendency.

The swath of vacancies created 
when unprecedented numbers of 
superintendents left the profession 
was “a major opportunity to rectify 
a dramatic imbalance in district 
leadership,” says the Women Lead-
ing Ed coalition in “The Time Is 
Now,” a just-released playbook on 
closing the gender gap. “As a nation, 
we missed it.”

A higher percentage of women 
than men are graduating from col-
lege and entering the workforce 
and while a majority of the nation’s 
teachers are women, more than 
two-thirds of K12 superintendents 
are men. “The problem is not a lack 
of female talent,” the organization 
asserts. “It’s that women face both 
systemic and informal obstacles to 
advancement that seldom impede—
and in some cases, give advantage 
to—many male leaders.”

Those obstacles include discrim-
ination perpetuated by both male 
and female school board members, 
an absence of family-friendly 
policies and leave practices, pay 
inequities, and biased leadership 
pipelines and hiring processes. 
For example, rising male educa-
tors receive more positive feedback 
and coaching, and are more likely 
to land on accelerated leadership 
pathways, the group says.

“At every stage in her career, a 
woman encounters stronger head-
winds than her male colleagues—
and the challenges intensify the 
higher she climbs,” WomenLead-
ingEd points out. The organiza-
tion is calling for five major strat-
egy shifts:

1. Promote intentional sup-
port systems to prepare women 
for leadership roles: Women in 
education need sponsors as well 
as mentors. While mentors pro-
vide encouragement and advice, 
sponsors “take a hands-on role 
in managing career moves and 
promoting executives as potential 
CEOs.” Sponsors are also key in 
helping candidates build confi-
dence to seek promotions and pay 
raises. Kyla Johnson-Trammell, 
superintendent of Oakland USD, 
said she is where she is today 
because of coaching she received 
from her sponsor, a former super-
intendent of her district.
“This man coached me for two 
years every Friday ... and pushed 
me to be the leader I wanted to 
be as a Black woman,” Johnson-
Trammell says in the report. “He 
said, ‘Your first year, everything 
is going to feel urgent, important, 

like it could be the end of your 
career, but it’s not. You have to 
start learning what’s a bullet and 
what’s a feather.’”

2. Re-balance the hiring process: 
Districts seeking new leaders must 
build a diverse finalist pool that 
includes more than one woman or 
candidate of color. School board 
members and other personnel 
involved in hiring and promotions 
should receive training to help 
them become aware of their biases 
and how they can prioritize diver-
sity. Districts and other education 
systems should ensure that search 
and hiring committees are also 
diverse.

3. Provide a “constellation” of 
family and well-being supports: 
Women in education need the flex-
ibility of hybrid and remote work, 
both of which have been shown 
to increase job satisfaction and 
reduce burnout. Districts should 
also implement comprehensive 
leave policies that offer female 
and male employees paid time 
off without repercussions. “In the 
private sector, companies commit-
ted to increasing female leadership 
offer a constellation of benefits to 

Women on Top
More than two-thirds of super-
intendents are men. But the 
issue is not about finding tal-
ented females to fill the slot—it 
goes deeper.

Back to School Success

DreamBox Learning is the only solution rated ESSA-Strong 
for both math and reading. Get the learning solution 
backed by more than a decade of research. 

reading growth in 60 
hours of personalized 

instruction

2.5 years of 

than the average 
elementary school 
math intervention 

more 
e�ective

dreambox.com/back-to-school
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improve women’s day-to-day work 
experiences, including flexibility, 
emergency childcare and eldercare 
leave, and mental health support,” 
the report says.

4. Set transparent goals for female 
leadership: Districts conducting 
superintendent searches should 
be required to make their finalist 
pools public or share information 
such as the number of finalists and 

the percentage of male and female 
candidates, and candidates of color. 
Districts could also be required to 
select at least two women as final-
ists. “Data shows that if there is only 
one woman or person of color in a 
finalist pool, the individual has ‘sta-
tistically no chance’ of landing the 
job,” Women Leading Ed asserts.

5. Ensure financial fairness: A 
“self-assessment pay calculator” 

allows employees to check if their 
district provides women and men 
with equal pay for equal work. 
District leaders should also audit 
their pay structures to identify 
and close gender wage gaps, and 
share these findings with employ-
ees. Finally, districts should 
commit to reporting the previous 
salary of the outgoing superinten-
dent in job postings to increase 
transparency.

By Matt Zalaznick

Despite several high-profile cyber-
attacks against some of the largest 
school districts in the country, the 
education sector saw fewer ransom-
ware attacks compared to this time 
last year, a new analysis suggests. 
However, security leaders shouldn’t 
be too quick to let their guards down 
as another threat is quickly taking 
the spotlight.

Last week, the cybersecurity 
company SonicWall published its 
mid-year update report in which it 
identified some of the latest trends 
and tactics used by cybercriminals. 
Based on its findings, the research-
ers offer both good and bad news for 
K12 leaders to consider ahead of the 
2023-24 school year.

A dip in ransomware incidents
Since becoming the No. 1 target for 
ransomware attacks, several security 
organizations have advised leaders 
throughout the education sector to 
keep a sharp focus on cybersecurity. 
While this advisory ceases to fade in 
importance, the number of ransom-
ware incidents against educational 

institutions actually decreased com-
pared to data taken this time last 
year, according to the report.

While attacks against higher-
ed organizations increased by 6% 
during the first half of 2023, this 
minor spike is offset by a significant 
drop (19%) in incidents against K12 
schools, in addition to an “astound-
ing” 95% drop among “other educa-
tional organizations.”

However, the education industry 
continues to be the most-targeted 
sector compared to government, 
healthcare, retail and finance.

Tech leaders through the educa-
tion industry should keep a watch-
ful eye on malware attempts from 
cybercriminals, the report suggests. 
Similar to ransomware, education 
is also the most common victim of 

malware attacks.
During the first six months of 

2023, this industry saw a 179% 
spike in overall attack volume com-
pared to the first half of 2022. The 
attacks are seemingly regular as 
well, with 16.6% of victims reported 
being targeted at least once a month.

Again, these trends tell a differ-
ent story across K12 and higher edu-
cation respectively.

“Higher education actually saw 
a decrease in malware attempts in 
the first half of the year, bringing 
their total attack volume down 42%,” 
the report reads. “But this was more 
offset by a massive spike in malware 
among K12 organizations, which 
saw a staggering 466% increase in 
attacks year to date.”

By Micah Ward

The latest cyber 
threat to K12
Ransomware attacks have 
abated, but leaders have a 
new worry to deal with.
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Visit DiscoverSora.com to see why over
61,000 schools have partnered with Sora.

Meet students where they are
with ebooks & audiobooks
Give your school the power to deliver the right books to every student with the 
award-winning Sora digital reading platform.

With Sora, you can handpick titles from the industry's best catalog of ebooks and 
audiobooks for students at every grade level and across all subjects to meet their 
reading and learning needs.

And it’s 100% digital. So books can be read anytime, anywhere, on every device.

www.discoversora.com
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Advocates who doubt the benefits 
of police in schools are not leaving 
superintendents, principals and other 
administrators in the dark when it 
comes to making schools safer. A 
range of organizations are encourag-
ing safety-minded K12 leaders to 
focus on social-emotional learning, 
counseling, restorative justice and 
other approaches that some stake-
holders see as more preventative and 
more equitable than using armed offi-
cers to enforce school discipline.

Most educators are familiar with 
research that shows Black and brown 
students and youth with disabili-
ties face disproportionately harsh 
discipline in schools. For instance, 
a recent report found that 80% of 
the 285 documented police assaults 
on students from 2011-2021 were 
against Black students, according to a 
new study of K12 public safety by the 
nonprofit Center for Policing Equity.

Using police to enforce discipline 
often fails to address the underly-
ing causes of a student’s behavioral 
problems and may hinder the 
accommodations the child needs 
to succeed, the nonprofit contends. 
“School safety requires investing 
in effective programs that reduce 
bullying, violence, and misbehavior 
that disrupts learning,” the Center 
argues. “It also requires ending 
unnecessary, inequitable, and wide-
spread systems of police enforce-
ment and surveillance so that 
students can learn without fear of 
criminalization or deportation.”

The group acknowledges that 
school resource officers can be a 
comforting presence for some stu-
dents who are experiencing difficul-
ties at school or at home. “This can 

also be said of officers responding to 
a call for service—when compassion-
ate professionals bring their best to 
critical situations, those they have 
helped are often grateful,” the study 
continues. “CPE looks well beyond 
individual officers, however, and 
studies the policies, procedures, and 
culture that placed those officers in 
those situations and has for so long 
created the unjust, ineffective and 
unequal policing that the organiza-
tion was founded to address.”

Alternatives to police in schools
A range of educational and pub-
lic health approaches may better 
equip educators with the skills and 
resources to prevent disruptive 
behavior and make schools safer 
overall. Black students, disabled stu-
dents, LGBTQ+ students, Indigenous 
students, Hispanic students and other 
vulnerable children most affected by 
disproportionately harsh discipline 
should have a role in reforming school 
disciplinary policies, The Center for 
Policing Equity contests.

Here are its recommendations for 
ending school-based policing and 
SRO programs:

•  Redirect state and federal funding 
for SRO programs and police-
school partnerships toward public 
health approaches.

•  School districts should implement 

policies specifying that staff may 
not call the police to address stu-
dent behavior unless there is an 
emergency.

•  Repeal laws that require school 
administrators to call the police 
for minor student misbehavior.

•  Decriminalize truancy, curfew 
violations, and other status 
offenses.

•  Decriminalize consensual “sexting” 
between teenagers of similar ages.

•  End school-based drug testing and 
the use of drug-sniffing dogs.

•  Ban facial recognition software in 
school video surveillance systems.

•  Ban remote access of cameras and 
microphones on school-owned 
tablets and laptops.

•  Remove vague language in school 
discipline policies and codes of 
conduct to reduce the risk of ineq-
uitable application.

•  Ban corporal punishment, seclu-
sion and restraint in K-12 schools.

•  Explore social-emotional learn-
ing and trauma-informed school 
environments to prevent school 
violence.

•  Require school districts to collect 
and report data on staff-initiated 
student-police contacts.

•  Require police to document the 
outcome of student referrals as 
well as all investigatory detentions 
and uses of force.

By Matt Zalaznick

Police in schools
Advocates detail 13 public safe-
ty alternatives for K12 besides 
having officers on campus.
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www.DALeadershipinstitute.com | daleadershipinstitute@etcnetwork.com | (561) 622-0352 |

Choose your next Superintendents Summit 

Join other high-achieving superintendents and industry thought leaders for an intensive program that will yield exciting new 
insights on district leadership and pragmatic strategies you can implement to address school improvement, online and virtual 

Space is limited, reserve your spot today!

National DA Distiction 
Awards Ceremony!

Featuring - DA Lead-HER-ship 
networking event

The number of Americans who 
say K12 education is “heading in 
the right direction” has declined 
sharply—but that’s according to the 
latest “Schooling in America” survey 
by a leading school choice advocacy 
group. And while the increasingly 
competitive school choice landscape 
may be among many administrators’ 

top 10 concerns as the new year gets 
underway, EdChoice’s poll aims to 
warn K12 leaders of the issues that 
parents are most worried about.

More than two-thirds of the 2,700 
parents and adults surveyed by the 
nonprofit said K12 is “on the wrong 
track,” a 17% increase from 2021. 
School safety, class size, flexibility in 
their child’s educational options and 
the costs of education are among par-
ents’ top concerns, EdChoice asserts. 
“In the last few years, a number of 
states have enacted or expanded uni-
versal/near-universal school choice 
programs,” said EdChoice Vice Presi-
dent of Research and Innovation 
Paul DiPerna.

Here are EdChoice’s top 10 take-
aways from its “2023 Schooling in 
America Survey”:

1. Parents and the general public 

are more pessimistic. The percent-
age of parents who say they are 
optimistic about K12 education fell 
5 points from 2022 to 2023, from 
48% to 43%. Public district school 
parents are more pessimistic than 
private school families.

2. Private school and homeschool 
parents are most likely to say they 
are “very satisfied” with their 
child’s education. Overall parent 
satisfaction is high, regardless of 
the type of school. Nearly three in 
four private, charter and home-
school parents are “very” or “some-
what” satisfied with their child’s 
schooling experience, as are 57% of 
public district school parents.

3. Parents choose schools for a 
variety of different reasons. More 
parents are now prioritizing safety 

What’s on 
parents’ minds 
this school year?
Safety, class size, flexibility in 
their child’s educational op-
tions and the costs of educa-
tion are among parents’ top 
concerns, EdChoice asserts.

www.daleadershipinstitute.com
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• Classroom-tested
• Research-based
• Standards-aligned 

For over 55 years,  
hand2mind has encouraged 

hands-on learning and 
discovery by offering high-
quality products that are:

.com

Visit hand2mind.com and explore supplemental 
solutions for math, literacy, science, STEM, and SEL.

when choosing schools and it is the 
No. 1 factor for families who chose 
public charter and homeschooling. 
Convenience of location and social-
ization of their children were the 
top two reasons given by parents 
who chose public schools.

4. Safety is on parents’ minds. Char-
ter (65%) and private school parents 
(58%) are most concerned about a 
violent intruder entering their child’s 
school. Public school parents (46%) 
were less likely than other adults to 
be “extremely” or “very” concerned.

5. Americans are much less likely 
to say state education spending is 
“low too” when shown actual fund-
ing levels. When asked generally 
about state K12 funding, a clear 
majority of parents say it is too low. 
But less than half said the same 

when they were shown per-pupil 
expenditure levels in their state.

6. About one-third of parents have 
switched schools. Student anxiety 
and bullying were the two problems 
parents cited for switching their 
children’s schools. Academic needs 
not being met and bad peer groups 
were next on the list.

7. Parents are not completely satis-
fied with how public schools handle 
bullying, violent behaviors, guns and 
mental health. Public K12 parents 
were the least confident about how 
their child’s school handles guns 
(47%), violent behaviors (41%), men-
tal health (39%) and bullying (36%).

8. Parents’ estimates of their child’s 
class sizes don’t match their prefer-
ences. Most parents want their chil-

dren to be in classes with fewer than 
20 students but guess those classes 
have as many as 25 students. These 
preferences hold for elementary, 
middle and high school.

9. The majority of Americans sup-
port school choice. More than two-
thirds of parents said they favor 
school choice. Also, more adults 
said they had never heard of school 
choice than were opposed to it.

10. Education Savings Accounts 
remain the most popular educa-
tional choice policy. Three in four 
Americans support ESAs, which is 
relatively unchanged from 2022. 
However, ESAs are the least well-
known educational choice policy 
among the public, compared to 
school vouchers and charter schools.

By Matt Zalaznick

www.hand2mind.com
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Every school district experienced 
its own share of challenges during 
the pandemic. Some fared worse 
than others, but to say that every 
district is still experiencing some 
sort of pandemic-related impact 
would be an understatement. For 
many administrators, one key area 
essential to the daily operations of a 
school district continues to top their 
list of challenges: finding and main-
taining a full school bus fleet.

Chatham County School 
District, GA
As of July 12, the Savannah-Cha-
tham County Public School System 
had only 154 official bus drivers, 
compared to last year’s tally of 
222. Even worse, in 2019, the dis-
trict had 328 drivers, GPB reports. 
Unfortunately, leaders don’t see an 
easy fix to the issue.

“We want to acknowledge that 
we know we have some challenges,” 
said newly hired SCCPSS Super-
intendent Denise Watts. “I have 
not been here long enough to truly 
unpack that... I’m not prepared to 
speak today to what those chal-
lenges or impacts are.”

Education Director at the Geor-
gia Budget and Policy Institute 

Stephen Owens told GPB that the 
issue stems from the state’s outdated 
budget policies. Schools rely on 
supplemental help to operate trans-
portation budgets, but the system 
was set in 2000. Without proper 
adjustments to funding to meet cur-
rent transportation costs, schools 
in the district inevitably run into 
problems.

Ector Couty ISD, TX
Administrators across Ector County 
ISD are working on finding new 
and innovative ways to incentiv-
ize drivers to join their fleets. Like 
school districts across the country, 
Ector County is also experiencing its 
fair share of shortages. As a result, 
they’re promising drivers a competi-
tive salary, benefits and other appre-
ciative efforts, CBS7 reports.

“We are very proud that we 
implemented a pay increase for all 
of our employees across the board,” 
Associate Superintendent Anthony 
J. Sorola told CBS7. “A 3% raise clas-
sification.”

“Our starting salary is very com-
petitive,” he added. “We also have 
flexible scheduling for our bus driv-
ers. A lot of times they choose to work 
part-time as a bus driver because 
they require that. We offer that ben-
efit, as well as medical benefits.”

Shenendehowa Central School 
District, NY
“We take that time to, kind of, take a 
breath and start to prepare for fall,” 
Assistant Director of Transportation 
Belinda Govich told News10 regard-
ing the district’s summer plans. 
“Unfortunately, because we are short 
drivers, we have not had that breath.”

Many of the district’s former bus 
drivers reached retirement age since 
the pandemic, and now there aren’t 
enough applicants to fill in the gaps.

“We lost about 19 drivers this year, 
and we only have about 10 in training 
so far, so we are already going into 
the fall short again,” said Govich.

They’ve also been unable to 
provide students with transporta-
tion to various summer camps and 
field trips as they could in the past 
because summer school alone is 
occupying all their drivers.

“A lot of my colleagues who are 
directors and transportation super-
visors are out on the road every day,” 
Govich explained. “Basically, anyone 
with a CDL is out on the roads.”

Govich’s message to parents this 
year, according to News10, is “Be 
patient. We most likely will be fac-
ing some delays as we did last year, 
as we have very similar challenges 
to those we did last year.”

By Micah Ward

What will it take 
for schools to 
have a full fleet 
of bus drivers 
again?
In some districts, the bus driver 
shortage is “worse than ever,” 
but why? From retirements to a 
lack of funding, administrators 
are in over their heads looking 
for a solution to the crisis.
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A “teaching recovery” must take 
place before students can bounce 
back from one of the most disruptive 
periods in the history of U.S. educa-
tion, a new study asserts.

A “crisis in the quality of class-
room teaching” is the biggest barrier 
to providing students with the tar-
geted support they need, according 
to district leaders who were granted 
anonymity to discuss the unfinished 
learning with researchers from the 
Center on Reinventing Public Edu-
cation at Arizona State University.

“The unguarded feedback is an 
important peek into systemic chal-
lenges that force us to evaluate our 
shared expectations for what kind of 
student recovery may—or may not—
be possible,” CRPE explains in a 
recent “Teaching recovery?” report. 
“It provides an important piece of 
the puzzle for why we continue to 
see lackluster student test scores 
and why school systems struggle to 
implement and scale targeted stu-
dent supports.”

The leaders—who represent five 
different school systems—also told 
researchers that, though “day-to-
day chaos” is now ebbing, staffing 
shortages and teacher development 
snags have knocked district COVID 
recovery plans off-track. Administra-

tors warned that the disruptions of 
the last three years have driven some 
teachers to fall back on “outdated and 
ineffective instructional practices” 
or to reduce the rigor of instruction 
below grade level. Also, teachers are 
continuing to exit classrooms for 
higher-paying jobs outside K12.

“School systems that had planned 
on supporting students to recover 
lost learning time through learning 
acceleration found that this approach 
required significantly more teacher 
training than systems were able to 
provide or teachers were willing to 
adopt,” the researchers wrote.

Academic recovery plans saddled 
educators with the difficult task 
of accelerating learning to get stu-
dents to grade level while backfill-
ing learning gaps caused by school 
closures and other disruptions. The 
resulting need to build—or rebuild—
teachers’ core skills have scuttled 
tutoring programs and other aca-
demic assistance. It has also forced 
administrators to centralize instruc-
tional support, a process that has 
left leaders with less time to deliver 
personalized support to students 
who have fallen furthest behind, the 
report says.

A look at the routes to ‘teach-
ing recovery’
The top piece of advice that “Teach-
ing Recovery?” has for administra-

tors is to seek greater support from 
state and federal policymakers, 
higher education, community advo-
cates, service providers and other 
key stakeholders. The goals of this 
collaboration would be to build 
teachers’ instructional capacity and 
put the needed instructional materi-
als into classrooms.

The report urges K12 lead-
ers to lobby state policymakers to 
subsidize high-dosage tutoring, as 
many educators still believe that the 
approach is the best way to reverse 
learning loss. Superintendents and 
their teams should also advocate for 
“maximum flexibility” to increase 
student learning time as necessary. 
Finally, they can ask states to track 
the performance of any outside tutor-
ing services retained by districts.

At the federal level, K12 leaders 
should press Congress to provide 
greater Title I flexibility to pay for 
out-of-school private tutoring or 
extra coursework.

“Administrators made frank 
assessments about the uneven 
day-to-day workings of their class-
rooms,” the report concludes. “These 
rare observations should spark 
urgent conversations in schools, 
communities, and policy spaces 
about how to provide additional help 
to struggling students and reverse 
pandemic-related learning loss.”

By Matt Zalaznick

BEYOND BEYOND the newsthe news
Why teaching 
recovery is 
key to getting 
students back 
on track
Though “day-to-day chaos” 
is now ebbing, staffing short-
ages and teacher develop-
ment snags have knocked 
district COVID recovery plans 
off-track, a report warns.
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While experts worry about humans 
losing control of potentially danger-
ous AI technology, educators appear 
much less worried about the specter 

of ChatGPT in the classroom. In fact, 
many of the teachers who have used 
ChatGPT are embracing the AI tool 
that, in the wrong hands, has been 
seen by some as the biggest boon to 
K12 cheaters since ... well, since ever.

At the moment, educators appear 
to like ChatGPT even more than 
their students do. More than eight 
in 10 teachers say that ChatGPT has 
“positively impacted” their classes, 
according to survey data released 

Surprise: 
Teachers now 
like ChatGPT 
more than 
students do
More than 8 in 10 teachers say 
that ChatGPT has “positively 
impacted” their classes,  
according to survey data re-
leased Tuesday by the nonprofit  
Walton Family Foundation.

www.everdriven.com
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recently by the nonprofit Walton 
Family Foundation. Plus, more and 
more teachers are testing out Chat-
GPT in the classroom: Nearly two-
thirds of those surveyed said they 
have tried it, an increase from the 
50% of educators who said the same 
in the Walton Family Foundation’s 
February survey.

The survey, however, did not pro-
vide specifics on how these teachers 
are using ChatGPT.

Since February, the number of 
students who say they’ve used Chat-
GPT grew from 33% to 42%, accord-
ing to the survey that the Founda-
tion says was designed to gauge how 
well schools are preparing young 
people for jobs of the future. But 
it’s parents who now appear to have 
the most favorable view of ChatGPT 
in the classroom, with more than 
60% saying AI has the potential to 
enhance learning. About one-third 
of parents still believe that ChatGPT 
is used mostly for cheating.

When it comes to preparing 
students for their future careers, 
only 37% of Americans overall 
gave schools positive marks. Those 
surveyed were not confident that 
today’s educators are trained to 
teach students the skills they need 
for jobs in quantum computing, 
5G/6G technology, semiconductor 
production, financial technology 
(also known as “fintech”) and other 
emerging fields. Even four in 10 
teachers don’t think they are prepar-
ing students for these careers.

Finally, a third of the students 
surveyed said their schools were 
not preparing them for a future 
STEM career.

ChatGPT faces a federal 
investigation
Because ChatGPT has heightened 
concerns about cheating in K12, the 
question of whether the AI tool has 
harmed its own customers appears 
to be at the center of a federal inves-

tigation launched this summer.
OpenAI, the creator of Chat-

GPT, is being investigated by the 
Federal Trade Commission over 
its data collection practices and 
“publication of false information 
about individuals,” The New York 
Times reported in July. The Wash-
ington Post called the probe “the 
most potent regulatory threat” to 
the use of the chatbot and the com-
pany’s operation in the U.S.

As most administrators know, 
the emergence and rapid advance-
ment of ChapGPT has educators 
taking ever more aggressive steps 
to determine if students are using 
the AI to complete essays and 
other assignments. And there’s 

little question about its popularity: 
Nearly 60% of students aged 12-18 
have used ChatGPT, according to 
a poll conducted at the end of the 
school year. About two-thirds of 
parents want their school district 
to invest in AI to improve learning, 
that survey also found.

Districts are increasingly ban-
ning ChatGPT and other AI plat-
forms while some school systems 
have responded with less certainty. 
For instance, New York City schools 
this spring allowed educators to use 
ChatGPT just a few months after 
district leaders had initially banned 
the software.

In a letter to the company 
obtained by The Washington Post, 
the FTC has asked OpenAI to detail 
its strategies for preventing risk 
and any complaints it has received 
about its AI tools generating “false, 
misleading, disparaging or harmful” 
statements about people.

Meanwhile, a growing number of 
edtech companies are leaning into 
the technology. Educational support 
service provider Chegg just released 
CheggMate, a study aide powered by 
GPT-4, the most up-to-date version 
of OpenAI’s software.

By Matt Zalaznick

BEYOND BEYOND the newsthe news

When it comes to 
preparing students 

for their future 
careers, only 37% 

of Americans 
overall gave 

schools positive 
marks. 
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How K12 
education will 
transform to 
meet the growing 
demand for 
cybersecurity 
talent
A new government plan aims 
to meet the growing demand 
for cybersecurity professionals 
because we can’t rely solely on 
educators to do so.

“Technology and humanity are 
intertwined. Technology itself does 
not have a value system; rather, it 
carries the values of its owners and 
operators.” 

The above statement comes from 
the White House, which released a 
first-of-its-kind government plan in 
July that aims to meet the growing 
demand for cybersecurity profes-
sionals. For instance, states like 
California and Texas have as many as 
50,000 job openings in cybersecurity, 
according to data from Cyberseek, an 
organization that tracks vacancies in 
the field.

As such, the plan outlines several 
strategic objectives that outline 
exactly how the government plans 
to bolster the pipeline into the 
profession, including transforming 
cyber education.

Traditionally, this responsibility 
has rested in the hands of educators. 
However, that will soon change.

Here are four primary ways 
the federal government plans to 
improve cyber education:

Build and leverage ecosystems
Here’s what the White House says you 

can expect from them in this regard:
•  Expanding and supporting 

cyber education ecosystems
•  Increasing engagement in cyber 

education programs
•  Integrating cybersecurity 

across disciplines to prepare 
the workforce

•  Protecting learning in safe and 
secure learning environments

Expand competency-based 
cyber education 

These are the government’s lines 
of effort to achieve this goal:

•  Focusing on federal cyber educa-
tion investments for developing 
learning resources consistent with 
stages of cognitive development

•  Enhancing applied cyber con-
tent in interdisciplinary educa-
tion programs

•  Increasing availability of curri-
cula for education programs

•  Increasing concurrent and trans-
ferrable credit opportunities

•  Expanding innovative models 
for academic credit

Invest in educators
While bolstering the cybersecurity 
workforce shouldn’t rely solely on 
our educators, they need proper sup-
port in building the next generation 
of cyber professionals. To do so, the 

White House plans to:
•  Increase cyber teaching capacity 

of K12 systems and postsecond-
ary institutions

•  Establish a national cyber edu-
cator fellowship program

•  Increase enrollment in 
advanced degree programs

•  Increase participation in 
advanced degree programs

•  Encourage interdisciplinary 
approaches to teaching cyber

•  Incorporate education and 
training into career pathways

•  Expand opportunities to earn 
credits for experiential learning

•  Establish and support national 
cyber award programs for 
schools and teachers

Increase affordability 
and accessibility to cyber 
education
To ensure every student has suffi-
cient access to cybersecurity educa-
tion, several barriers to entry must 
first be removed, particularly among 
underrepresented and underserved 
communities. 

“The strategy aims to foster exten-
sive collaboration between employers, 
educators, government and other key 
stakeholders to meet both urgent and 
long-term workforce needs.”

By Micah Ward
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Set aside the fears of rampant cheating and robot uprisings—heading into the 
2023-24 school year, many educators are deploying AI for more ordinary pur-
poses. Providing a safer space for teachers to participate in PD is one way AI-
powered video is being used by administrators at Spokane Public Schools in 

Washington.
“Watching others and watching themselves—those are the two most powerful ways 

teachers learn more about themselves and their practices,” says Nicholas Lundberg, Spo-
kane’s Title I and special programs coordinator.

The AI coaching platform Spokane uses allows teachers to record themselves and 
then, like an instructional coach, guides them through reflection questions as they watch 
the video. Teachers can instruct the AI to focus on specific practices, such as differen-
tiation. The teacher’s typed responses to questions are collected to produce a journal to 
which teachers can refer back.

“It’s the safest place possible for a classroom teacher—a self-contained reflection on a 
practice of their choosing,” Lundberg explains. “Our hope is that we start to see teachers 
becoming more comfortable sharing video with colleagues.”

The end product produced by the platform and the sharing process is a plan that a 
teacher can use to hold themselves accountable for improving a specific practice. This 
AI coaching should be particularly effective with early-career teachers looking for user-
friendly training and during curriculum adoptions such as Spokane’s current focus on 

BACK TO SCHOOL:  
This year’s hot topics
The latest ways to use AI and the banning of cellphones  
are just two of those on the list.

BY MATT ZALAZNICK
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foundational literacy, Lundberg adds.
It also allows instructional coaches to reach more teach-

ers. “Teachers looking for short, simple, meaty professional 
development,” he concludes. “For teachers who have been 
resistant, it has been an open door to start conversations.”

“Beam me up” with AI
OK, let’s admit that some readers may find this next use 
of AI a little bit “scary.” Maria Armstrong, executive direc-
tor of the Association of Latino Administrators and Su-
perintendents, is in regular contact with superintendents 
across the country. She confirms that some administrators 
are using artificial intelligence for productivity, such as by 
streamlining districtwide communications.

But Armstrong may also have gotten a glimpse of a pos-
sible future at a recent Latinx Edtech Summit, where she 
witnessed a holographic teacher for the first time. And, 
aside from the obvious teacher-shortage solution, why 
would a district want to “hire” a hologram? “They speak 
multiple languages,” Armstrong says.

“There’s a wide gap in how people are using AI,” she 
continues. “We’re homing in on what could get us closer 
to personalized support, from familial support to learn-
ing support.”

Cracking down on cellphone use
A nationwide cellphone crackdown seems to be accelerat-
ing as district leaders look to eliminate distractions and 
shift academic recovery into a higher gear in the 2023-24 
school year. Middle and high school students at Georgia’s 

Back to school: This year’s hot topics

Clarke County School District will be required to place 
their phones into pouches at the beginning of each class 
and will be able to retrieve them before moving on to the 
next period.

“A recurring concern from parents and staff was the use 
of cellphones in middle and high school classrooms, which 
was cited as a significant distraction from active and con-
tinued engagement in classroom instruction,” Superinten-
dent Robbie Hooker said on the district’s website.

In Ohio, Akron Public Schools has expanded a pilot pol-
icy to all middle and high schools, where students will now 
be required to lock their phones in Yondr pouches for the 
entire school day, WKYC reported. Administrators linked 
cellphone use to bullying, mental health problems and dis-
traction, WKYC added. Administrators at Orange County 
Schools, which is headquartered in Orlando, Florida, in-
tend to expand the district’s cellphone ban from during 
class time to recess and lunch, FOX 35 reported.

Administrators and school boards are facing substan-
tial pushback from families when announcing stricter cell 
phone policies. In Massachusetts, parents argued that 
Brockton Public Schools’ plan to restrict phones would 
put children in danger and prevent them from contacting 
their kids during emergencies, The Enterprise reported. 
Students told the school board that, when they are ex-
periencing anxiety attacks or other mental health issues, 
they need their phones to contact their parents, The En-
terprise added.

Brockton’s new rule would have required students to 
put their phones in pouches during class. But after a recent 
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school board meeting where parents and students voiced 
their concerns, Superintendent Mike Thomas announced 
on the district’s website that he and his leadership team 
will redraft its new cellphone proposal.

Cell phone crackdown: Other considerations
Requiring students to stash their phones during class ap-
pears to be the leading choice for administrators who are 
intending to provide a life lesson while also acknowledg-
ing reality.

“The use of cellphones in schools is not going to go 
away, so learning to effectively manage and handle them 
is a valuable skill for students to learn,” English teacher 
Nancy Barile posted on Western Governors University’s 
“Hey Teach” blog. “I became more in tune with my own 
cellphone addiction through this process. Now, along with 
my students, I’m working to enjoy my life without my 
phone a bit more.”

Students’ use of cellphones during class could also be 
a sign of a lower-tech connection problem. In the Har-
vard Gazette, graduate school education lecturer Victor 
Pereira said teachers should ask themselves why students 
are scrolling on their phones rather than engaging in class. 
Teachers should also consider how cellphones can enrich 
lessons. “Design better learning activities, design learn-
ing activities where you consider how all of your students 
might want to engage and what their interests are,” Pereira 
told the Gazette.

Some administrators have hesitated to set districtwide 
rules. In Nebraska’s two largest districts—Omaha and Lin-

coln public schools—high school principals set the cell-
phone policies in their buildings while in some cases these 
decisions are left to teachers to manage cellphone use in 
their own classrooms, KETV reported. “Level one issue is 
just a student on their phone; it’s interrupting learning ... 
they’re paying attention to ESPN instead of world history,” 
Lincoln Southwest High School principal John Matzen 
told KETV. “But we also found students were coordinating 
with other students to meet up outside of class. ‘Hey, I’m 
out in the hall, come meet me here.’” 

Funding and facilities
Here’s one of the top messages for K12 tech leadership in 
2023-24 that bears repeating: You really do have a role 
to play in every aspect of your district’s operations. For 
example, the cafeteria refrigerators—and the infrastruc-
ture that surrounds them—may need your attention, says 
Tylene Cunning, technical support supervisor at Pfluger-
ville ISD in Texas.

“Even cafeteria refrigerators are now on the network—
to monitor the temperature,” says Cunning, who cites this 
development to illustrate why tech leadership teams have 
to be extensively involved throughout the design process 
for new school construction.

Tech leaders also have to be front and center when 
districts put together bond proposals to raise funds, par-
ticularly when it comes to technology replacement cycles, 
adds Tim Klan, administrator of information and instruc-
tional technology at Livonia Public Schools in Michigan. 
His district last passed a bond for technology in 2014 and 

Back to school: This year’s hot topics
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is now in the process of bringing another proposal to the 
community’s voters.

“You need not just a long-term plan for bond dollars, 
but for facilities and equipment in general and how you’re 
going to continue to support the purchases after bond dol-
lars are gone,” Klan says.

Hot topics for tech leadership
When it comes to replacing edtech, Klan says, consider the 
Chromebook. The ultra-popular laptops last about four 
years while districts often wait seven to 10 years to put a 
bond proposal on the local ballot. That’s why Livonia has a 
10-year technology plan that details how long every piece 
of equipment will last. During budgeting season, this helps 
everyone stay on top of what will need to be replaced and 
the new purchases the district will need to make.

The exercise doesn’t necessarily identify the funding for 
future expenses but it does help tech leaders spread costs 
out over different fiscal periods. “School districts, we’re not 
known for spending lavishly. We tend to use equipment to 
its bitter end,” Klan continues. 

Another bond essential is building trust, which Klan 
says he believes Livonia has established in spending the 
proceeds from the 2014 package. A pleasant surprise has 
been some of the systems installed back then have lasted 
longer than expected. The district’s communications de-
partment also shares with the public the innovative ways 
Livonia’s students and teachers are using technology.

“When you have a good track record, the community 
knows they can trust you when you’re saying, ‘This is 

what we’re doing,’” he says.

Tech leaders are building new schools
Cunning and the IT team have been intimately involved 
from day one as Pflugerville ISD’s architects designed its 
next new elementary school, which is set to open in the 
fall. Cunning has tried to review every iteration of the blue-
prints with an eye toward standardization that will allow 
teachers to go anywhere in the building and know how to 
use the projectors and every other piece of technology.

Designing spaces that can be used flexibly is another 
priority. “We always have to think five years ahead for 
where technology is heading,” Cunning points out. “If ar-
chitects design a room that’s going to be a closet, it will 
probably be somebody’s office in two years so we make 
sure there’s ventilation and AC so it can be converted. Fi-
nancially, it’s better to do all that up front.”

And of course, a school can never have enough Wi-Fi. 
These days, it’s critical for tech teams to guide architects 
in maximizing outdoor Wi-Fi capacity. There also needs to 
be space for cameras—and the all-important network con-
nection points—in more places; for special education and 
security, in particular, Cunning explains.

Plus, no detail is small. In one of Plfugerville’s construc-
tion projects, there was an issue with the conduits being 
too small to accommodate HDMI cables. “You have to look 
at the drawings,” she concludes. “The architects want to 
build schools, make them pretty and come in at budget. 
We’re trying to build schools for the next five years. Cut-
ting costs winds up costing more to fix in the long run.”   
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Several years ago, I was part of a group discussion 
where a building principal shared that he had 
been called to the superintendent’s office.  You 
could tell by the tone in his voice that he was a 

bit nervous about why his superintendent had requested 
the meeting. He shared that it wasn’t the first time he had 
been called in to have “a talk.” This got me thinking about 
how often we behave in similar ways (both intentionally 
and unintentionally) as building and district leaders when 
it comes to managing conversations and our decisions, and 

12 things school leaders 
should stop doing right now

BY JIMMY CASAS

Veteran educator, leadership 
coach and author Jimmy 
Casas shares his experience 
and insights on how to excel 
as a successful leader in 
K12 education.
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the negative impact this can have on the overall culture of 
any organization. Please know I share these with you be-
cause, at one time or another, I have acted in the manner 
I describe below, even though my intentions were to want 
to be better, not only for members of my school commu-
nity but for my growth as a leader.  As I grew and matured 
into the role of a building principal, I did my best to learn 
from my mistakes and not repeat them, knowing full well 
I would fall short at times. As a building or district leader 
here are a few things you might want to stop doing right 
now. Let’s begin by addressing one important step—STOP:

1. Calling staff to your office without offering some 
explanation of what the meeting will entail. This causes 
a person’s anxiety level to increase because, from the mo-
ment they receive notice, their mind will begin to swirl 
with possibilities of what the meeting is about. And in 
most cases, people will think the worst.

2. Making excuses when you fail to follow up. Under-
stand that when you don’t get back to people in a timely 
fashion it gives others the impression that you are not 
organized or, in some instances, that their needs are not 
important to you.

3. Holding faculty meetings for the sake of just hold-
ing them. Unless you have a specific purpose to bring 
your team together, consider passing on the meeting and 
showing them how much you value their time by giving it 
back to them.

4. Talking negatively about your staff to other staff. 
Speaking negatively about others actually says more about 
you than it does about the people you are singling out. Be-
sides, you are kidding yourself if you think your comments 
won’t get back to those you are gossiping about.

5. Allowing the adults in your school to bully other 
staff. This is one of the biggest issues facing school im-
provement initiatives today.  We cannot cultivate a high-
performing learning environment in our schools if staff 
is intimidating their own colleagues through their words 
or actions. This type of negative behavior should never be 
tolerated and must be addressed.

6. Using the word “they” when referring to other 
members of your school community, especially when 
things are not going well or we are not happy about 
an outcome. Focus more on “we” when celebrating 
something positive or trying to work through any signifi-
cant challenge.

7. Making assumptions. It is never a good idea to go 
into a conversation or a situation believing you know 
more than you actually do. This has all the potential to 
create trust issues so avoid doing so at all costs. If you 
want to know what the issue or dilemma is really about, 
simply ask before you respond.

8. Getting frustrated when you think people are not 
following your directions to your level of expectation. 
Begin by asking yourself if you provided enough clarity. In 

“As I grew and matured into the 
role of building principal, I did my 

best to learn from my mistakes 
and not repeat them, knowing full 

well I would fall short at times.”
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other words, were your directions as 
clear as they could have been? If not, 
own it, regroup, and try again, this 
time focusing more specifically on 
what you want.

9. Expecting everything to go as 
planned. Working in schools can 
sometimes be unpredictable because 
the variables (students and teachers) 
are always changing. How you conduct 
yourself in these moments will either 
inspire or demoralize your team.

10. Responding to harsh and 
not-so-complimentary emails 
you receive with an email of your 
own. Recognize that these moments 
of frustration, blame or accusatory 
language expressed in written form 
by others who are not happy is often 
more about other external factors 
and have nothing to do with you. So 
don’t assume or make it about you 
(see #7). Pick up the phone and call 
the person and ask, “What can I do 
to ease your frustration or disap-
pointment?”

11. Asking your staff for feedback 
and then not doing anything with 
the feedback. If your staff gets frus-
trated because they don’t think you did 
anything with the feedback and you 
think you did, then reflect on how you 
could have communicated more effec-
tively so they would know the progress 
you were making with the information 

12 things school leaders should 
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they provided you. By taking action 
and communicating your progress, 
you will get people to be more invested 
and honest in their feedback because 
they believe that something positive is 
going to come from it.

12. Trying to manage and lead the 
school all by yourself. You cannot 
sustain this pace and do it effectively 
for any length of time. If you try, it will 
come at a heavy price—your health or 
your family. Both options are a losing 
deal for you.

There isn’t a day that goes by in 
the work of a school or district leader 
that is free of challenges. The never-
ending stream of problems and chal-
lenges that flows across our paths 
during the course of an entire school 
year can leave even the most posi-
tive and passionate leaders feeling 
exhausted and depleted. It is easy to 
get sucked into the daily trivialities 
that drain our energy and overwhelm 
us with a laundry list of things to do. 
So, what can you do to provide your-
self with a little relief in order to stay 
fresh and energized in hopes of offer-
ing some of that positive energy to 
others? Maybe we are thinking about 
it all wrong. Rather than ask what 
we can start doing, perhaps a bet-
ter question would be to ask, “What 
should I stop doing?” What thoughts 
do you have? I would love to hear 
about them.  

www.tlcdeliver.com/da
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K12’s 
current 
partisan 
divide

BY MICAH WARD

These 7 defining studies shed light 
on what’s behind all the points of 
contention in education today.

K12 education has undergone significant change 
over the past several years. One primary driver 
of this change is the continued and sometimes 
overreaching presence of politics in the class-

room, an issue that has driven both teachers and educa-
tion leaders away from the profession for good.

Over the years, extensive research has uncovered the 
pandemic’s impact on student learning, the teaching pro-
fession and other important aspects that make up K12 
education. One area of study in particular delves into the 
partisan nature of education today. 

From controversies surrounding sensitive topics in 
the classroom to school safety reform, the points of con-
tention are seemingly endless.

But how did this divide transpire? Last month, the 
Pew Research Center compiled a list of recent surveys 
and analyses from 2021-2023 that offer some insight 
into how K12 education reached its current state, specifi-
cally how it resulted in several partisan divides. Here’s a 
look at the data it gathered:

Bipartisan split surrounding K12 education and its 
impact (October 2022)
In this survey conducted by the Pew Research Center, 
nearly seven in 10 Democrats and Democratic-leaning in-
dependents said that public schools had a positive effect on 
the “way things were going” across the nation. Conversely, 
61% of Republicans and GOP-leaning respondents said 
they believed they were having a negative effect.

Perceptions of the U.S. Department of Education 
(March 2023)
Similar to the previous survey, most Democrats (62%) 
hold positive views toward the Education Department, 
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whereas 65% of Republicans reported 
“unfavorable” views toward it.

Where parties seek reform
Soon after the survey was conducted, 
Republican lawmakers criticized 
the Department’s priorities during a 
House Committee on Education and 
the Workforce hearing, according to 
the Pew Research Center. They con-
fronted U.S. Secretary of Education 
Miguel Cardona about several promi-
nent issues, including topics such as 
transgender students’ participation in 
K12 sports and instruction surround-
ing race-related topics. Democratic 
lawmakers, on the other hand, heav-
ily focused on school shootings and 
school safety issues.

Thoughts and perceptions of K12 
principals (December 2021)
More than three-fourths of Demo-
crats showed a “fair amount” of con-
fidence in their K12 principals and 
their efforts to act in the best interest 
of the community.

On the other hand, just over half 
(52%) of Republicans shared this 
feeling. Additionally, 47% of them re-
ported having not too much or no con-
fidence at all in principals, compared 
to just one-fourth of Democrats.

Where parties seek reform
Several prominent issues point to this 
lack of trust in America’s principals, 
recent surveys suggest, including top-
ics like:

•  Pandemic-related policy reform
•  School curriculums
•  School closures during the pan-

demic

Who should control the curriculum? 
(Fall 2022)
Classroom discussion has become a 
hot-button issue among education 
leaders and teachers alike, in addi-
tion to another important stakeholder: 
parents. In this survey, the researchers 
found that Republican and Democratic 
parents disagree over how great a role 
governments and school boards should 

K12’s current partisan divide
have on what public schools teach.

According to the data, 52% of Re-
publican parents said they think the 
federal government has “too much” 
influence in what their child’s school 
is teaching, compared to merely 20% 
of Democratic parents. Similarly, 
41% of Republicans said their state 
governments and local school board 
(30%) play too much of a role, com-
pared to their respective counterparts 
(28% and 17%).

stand that slavery is in fact a part of 
American history, however, it doesn’t 
affect the current situation of Black 
people in society today.

Religion in public schools (October 
2022)
Religion in K12 schools has been a 
point of contingency for years. Ac-
cording to this study, the majority 
(59%) of Republican parents believe 
it has a place in public schools. For 
instance, they believe teachers should 
be allowed to lead students in Chris-
tian prayers. On the other hand, 63% 
of Democratic parents disagreed.

Where parties seek reform
Several Republican-led efforts have 
already begun to ensure religion 
maintains a role in K12 education. 
For instance, in June 2022, the Su-
preme Court ruled in favor of a foot-
ball coach who prayed with players 
after games. Texas lawmakers also 
implemented several bills this last 
legislative session that would allow 
for an increased presence of religion 
in public schools across the state.

School mission statements lack men-
tions of diversity and SEL in Republi-
can areas (April 2023)
This survey sought to uncover the po-
litical nature of public schools them-
selves as evident in their mission 
statements. According to the data, 
Democratic-leaning areas (defined as 
areas where the majority of residents 
voted Democratic in the 2020 elec-
tion) were at least twice as likely than 
Republican areas to include words 
like “diversity,” “equity” and “inclu-
sion” in their mission statements.

Where parties agree
However, there were several instances 
where mission statements were quite 
similar, regardless of where the school 
was located. In both Democratic and 
Republic areas, mentions of students’ 
future readiness, parent involve-
ment and fostering a safe and healthy 
school culture were apparent.  

The survey found 
Republican and 

Democratic parents 
disagree over 

how great a role 
governments and 

school boards should 
have in what public 

schools teach.

Where parties seek reform
While opinions vary, much of the con-
versation stems from whether parents 
or teachers deserve to have the final 
say in what’s being taught in the class-
room. For instance:

•  44% of Republican parents said 
they don’t have enough control 
over what’s being taught, com-
pared to 23% of Democrats.

•  35% of Democrats believe teach-
ers deserve more control, com-
pared to 25% of Republicans.

Deciding which topics are relevant to 
the curriculum (Fall 2022)
Similar to the previous survey, re-
spondents were asked to provide their 
opinions on which sensitive topics 
they believe are a crucial component 
of their child’s curriculum. For in-
stance, nearly nine in 10 parents over-
all believed that their children should 
be taught about slavery. However, 
nearly 66% of Republican parents 
would rather their children under-
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Alberto Carvalho:  
“We’re in a new age  
of the superintendency”

BY MICAH WARD

“Be so bold in your approach to work 
that you actually invite termination 
for being so passionate,” says the 
superintendent of the second-largest 
district in the country.

At a time when superintendent turnover contin-
ues to reach unprecedented levels, leaders must 
ask themselves, “What does it take to be suc-
cessful in 2023?”

Alberto Carvalho, superintendent of the second-largest 
school district in the country, Los Angeles Unified, would 
tell you to serve so aggressively, so boldly, that you might 
anticipate being fired. While it may sound outrageous, the 
reality is that if you can’t produce meaningful results within 
your first year as a superintendent, “the train will leave you 
at the station.”

Carvalho, who has led school districts with student en-
rollments exceeding 300,000 for the entirety of his career, 
says much of his decision-making is built upon a make-it-
or-break-it mentality.

“Be so bold in your approach to work that you actually in-
vite termination for being so passionate,” Carvalho says. He 
would frequently tell his boards at both Miami-Dade, where 
he previously served, and L.A. Unified, that he “was going to 
try every single year to get fired on the basis of doing some-
thing that is so strangely good for kids.”

However, you shouldn’t overestimate your reform efforts.
“You’re not going to have 10 years. I’m an anomaly,” he 

says. “You’re not going to last 10 years if you cannot prove 
compelling results within the first year and then augment 
them within the second and third years.”

This is the message Carvalho delivered to members at 
the District Administration Leadership Institute’s Execu-
tive Cabinet Retreat in Cambridge, MD, in July, as well as 
what he believes are the top leadership traits emerging su-
perintendents must grasp in order to succeed in what he 
refers to as the new age of the superintendency. Above all, 
he values being a data-driven instructional leader.

“Don’t subscribe to the fact that you can easily delegate 
impactful, systemic, global instructional decisions,” he 

says. “I don’t delegate those.”
Instead, use data in a way that “forces, invites and 

stimulates” your district into bringing research-based best 
practice ideas that have been implemented successfully in 
other districts.

In addition to these critical leadership skills he believes 
superintendents must learn, he says there are five princi-
ples he constantly offers to leaders that are proven to help 
them turn their school systems around.

1. Don’t treat everyone the same
“Develop a budget and school management protocol 
that differentiates investment, oversight and account-
ability on the basis of performance,” he says.

2. Tie funding to reality
“Develop strategic investments within necessary ac-
countability where you’re not treating all schools, all 
students the same,” he says. “You need to provide ad-
ditional resources in exchange for additional account-
ability driven by fair progress monitoring tools.”

3. Stop debating choice
“Choice has come. It’s here,” he argues. “That tsunami 
is already known. You cannot duck under it, you can-
not outswim it, you cannot outrun it. You’ll die. How 
about this? Ride the top. Outcompete. Outperform. 
That’s how you win the battle.”

4. Reward teachers
Set fair demands as far as performance is concerned. For 
instance, in both Miami and Los Angeles, Carvalho won 
21% increases in teacher salaries. Doing so will ensure 
your teachers are motivated while feeling respected by 
their district’s leadership.

5. Share your story
“Tell your story,” Carvalho says. “But don’t tell your 
story before you have results.”

“We as school leaders are not very good at telling our 
story,” he adds. “Rebrand your district, refashion your dis-
trict and re-message your district.”

Finally, for those who are just entering the superinten-
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dency or maybe transitioning districts 
in the coming months, Carvalho rec-
ommends that you don’t let yourself 
be intimidated by the size or the scope 
of the district. Instead, do your home-
work ahead of time. Understand the 
needs and the critical areas your com-
munity is relying on you to address and 
develop a game plan early.

When asked what his preparation 
and mindset looked like to begin a 
career of leading school districts with 
student enrollments in the hundreds 
of thousands from day one, here’s 
what he had to say:

“The preparation—I go back to the 
things I value the most. Improving 
the skillset that you have as a leader 
going into the job is important. I don’t 
believe in this concept, ‘If I’m hired 
as CEO, there will be a runway for me 
to use in terms of perfecting my skill-
set to effectuate rapid change.’ That’s 
why ensuring your critical sets match 

Alberto Carvalho: “We’re in a new age of the superintendency”

the ‘need’ set is important.
“I deliberated that particularly 

as I was making the decision about 
coming to Los Angeles. I knew what 
the finances were. I knew what the 
educational profile was. I knew who 
the advocacy voices were. So how do 
you prepare? It’s as much about hav-
ing the knowledge of strategy and 
the skillset for the work as it is about 
having strategic understanding and 
tools in the toolbox and actions to 
deal with the condition that you’re 
going to be facing.

“Then, there’s this element that 
cannot be taught. I’m lucky that I 
have it, which is a huge personal chip 
on your shoulder that’s driven by a 
lived experience. No mistake about it. 
The fact that I was raised by a third-
grade-educated father and mother, 
custodian and seamstress, that I grew 
up in abject poverty with six kids and 
was the only one who graduated high 

school, immigrated after working 
in really difficult conditions to this 
country, was unaccompanied in this 
country, was homeless sleeping under 
the bridge blocks away from the of-
fice where I became superintendent. 
Not everybody has that. To me, that is 
a huge source of energy to do the work 
I do, because so many kids around us 
actually live that experience 40 years 
after I lived it, which I find unaccept-
able and inexplicable.

“When you have all that knowl-
edge about effective leadership there 
to push yourself to format your gen-
eral knowledge of pedagogy, budget, 
law, operations, human resources 
and technology in such a specific 
manner that is so relevant to the is-
sues you’re going to inherit as su-
perintendent, by the time you land, 
you’re already running at the pace 
needed, rather than asking, ‘How fast 
do I need to go?’”  

www.DALeadershipinstitute.com | DAleadershipinstitute@etcnetwork.com 
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Hung up on cellphones
BY MICAH WARD

Here’s why regulating them in schools is 
both an administrative and a tech issue.

Since the pandemic, technology has proven in-
strumental in supporting academic instruction 
for students and teachers alike. But not all tech-
nology. Some are downright distracting, creating 

a variety of challenges for educators trying to keep their 
students engaged. That’s why many leaders are cracking 
down on cellphone use this school year, including one or-
ganization that’s recommending a global ban unless the 
devices are clearly being used for learning.

Last week, UNESCO, the United Nations’ education, 
science and culture agency, published a more than 400-
page report discussing some of the major flaws of technol-
ogy in education, including how cellphones disrupt stu-
dent learning. For instance, the report cites research that 
suggests a negative link between excessive and or inappro-
priate use of information and communication technology 
(ICT) and student performance.

“Mere proximity to a mobile device was found to dis-
tract students and to have a negative impact on learning in 
14 countries, yet less than one in four have banned smart-
phone use in schools,” the report reads.

As a result, they’re arguing that smartphones should be 
banned in all schools to mitigate disruption because tech-
nology should never come first in education.

“The digital revolution holds immeasurable potential, 
but, just as warnings have been voiced for how it should 
be regulated in society, similar attention must be paid to 
the way it is used in education,” UNESCO Director-Gen-
eral Audrey Azoulay said in a statement. “Its use must be 
for enhanced learning experiences and for the well-being 
of students and teachers, not to their detriment. Keep the 
needs of the learner first and support teachers. Online 
connections are no substitute for human interaction.”

Phones are “a distraction”
Some school districts across the U.S. have already enacted 
restrictive policies ahead of the upcoming school year, in-
cluding Hamilton County Schools in Tennessee. The dis-
trict’s Superintendent Justin Robertson says it’s been a 
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long time in the making.
“Over time, we have seen the 

disruption caused by cell phones 
increase in our schools as more 
students have access to them,” he 
says. “In response, the call to ad-
dress these disruptions from our 
teachers and administrators has 
increased as well.”

In July, the Board approved a 
new policy that prohibits students from being allowed to 
take photos or record videos of any kind while on school 
property, Local 3 News reports. Additionally, students in 
grades K-5 won’t be allowed to use their phones during 
school hours and operations. Students in grades 6-12 can 
only access their phones with approval from their teachers.

“Until the approval of our new policy, principals in 
Hamilton County were responsible for establishing cell 
phone guidelines on a school-by-school basis,” Robertson 
says. “In the spring of this year, the Board of Education 
initiated the development of a district-wide policy to bring 
consistency across the district.”

Throughout the developmental process, he says 
district leadership reached out to principals for their 
input on what the policy should look like based on 
their experiences.

“We heard that student use of cell phones during class 
was a distraction,” he says.

As with any of the district’s disciplinary policies, stu-
dents who violate this new policy will be addressed in 
accordance with the district’s acceptable behavior code 
to ensure that educators and administrators receive suf-
ficient support in regulating smartphone use among 
students.

“Consequences increase for repeated violations,” 
Robertson explains. “For a simple violation of the policy, 
consequences could range from a teacher correcting the 
student to device confiscation and a family conference. 
Additional consequences could be added if the use of the 
device violates other guidelines in the Code of Acceptable 
Behavior. In worst-case situations, where persistent vio-
lations occur, consequences could include in-school and 
out-of-school suspensions.”

Ultimately, the effectiveness of the policy falls on 
building administrators and staff, he adds. But since 
its approval, he says leadership has taken the neces-
sary steps to ensure everyone is up to speed ahead of the 
school year.

“It has already been discussed with all of our principals 
and assistant principals so everyone is on the same page 
with how the policy should be enforced,” he says.

Is it an issue for tech leaders?
Similar policies are used and regulated among educators 

Hung up on cellphones

at the Princeton Day School in 
Princeton, New Jersey. Not only 
have cellphones become more 
distracting among students, says 
Jon Ostendorf, CIO at PDS, but 
so too have their school-issued 
devices.

“In our lower (elementary) 
school there are no phones al-
lowed,” he explains. “In our 

middle school, any phones must remain in lockers 
throughout the school day. In the upper (high) school, 
it is primarily up to teachers as to what is permitted in 
the classroom.”

There are several cases in which high school stu-
dents can use their phones, he explains. But their uses 
are rather limited; for instance, taking a picture or scan-
ning a QR code. Simply put, they’re not a necessity for 
instruction.

“Of course, we have acceptable use and other policies 
that cover the use of phones,” he adds. “As far as what I 
hear from teachers, phones are a definite distraction. Even 
our school-issued, remotely managed iPads in the middle 
school have become more of a distraction. This seems to 
have gotten worse since COVID, perhaps due to the in-
creased use of these devices by many for basic social inter-
actions during much of that time.”

As a tech leader at PDS, Ostendorf says he has to be in 
the loop when decisions surrounding student devices and 
cell phones are made.

“Leadership in each of our divisions makes deci-
sions regarding cell phone use,” he says. “Our academic 
technology team and I play a key role in helping inform 
those decisions. We also ensure that our ‘Acceptable Use 
Policy’ encourages appropriate use, and covers issues 
that may arise.”

Both their middle and elementary schools operate 1:1 
with iPads, thus reducing the need for cellphones to be lev-
eraged by students for instructional activities. Ostendorf 
says nowadays it’s difficult to argue a case for allowing 
smartphones in the classroom.

“Apps are designed to be distracting and addictive, and 
kids do become genuinely addicted to them,” he explains. 
“Even the most benign notifications become irresistible 
distractions. In addition, they detract from the genuine so-
cial interactions that are vital for students in their develop-
ment, particularly adolescents.”

“I know that people may argue for students to have 
phones from a safety perspective, but there are other ways 
to achieve safety goals,” he adds. “Of course, these issues 
exist for other devices as well. By managing the apps on 
our school-issued iPads and monitoring how they are used, 
we try to minimize these issues and optimize the benefits 
of technology in our classrooms.”  

“Apps are designed 
to be distracting and 
addictive, and kids 

do become genuinely 
addicted to them.”
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Finding ways to identify and reduce hidden costs through 
improved efficiency is a priority for most districts, but the 
task has a higher level of urgency for small school systems 
operating on budgets with thin margins. This was the 
case for the Greenville Area School District in Greenville, 
Pennsylvania, a rural community with an enrollment of about 
1,200 students.  

Identifying areas in need of improvement 

Brandon Mirizio had been a certified public accountant 
when he was hired as the Business Manager for the school 
district in 2018. Right from the start, Mirizio says one of his 
top priorities was to find ways to improve efficiency, reduce 
costs and modernize processes anywhere possible.  

“One of the areas we looked at was transportation, and 
we found that everything was still being done with paper 
and pencil,” he says. “From mapping out bus routes, to 
manually inputting student information, it was all done by 
hand. It was tedious and time consuming, and we knew 
there had to be a better way to do things.”  

Mirizio says he was still researching his options when the 
pandemic hit in early 2020. When the district would later 
return to in-person schooling, the need for modernization 
was made even more clear. “The pandemic exacerbated 
the problems with our transportation system, because of all 
the additional things we had to do quickly,” he says. “We 
had to space kids out on the bus, send homework home, 
and create an alternating bus schedule. All of it was made 
much slower and more difficult because we had to do it 
manually.”  

Taking advantage of an unprecedented opportunity 

     Funding provided by the Elementary and Secondary 
School Emergency Relief (ESSER) Fund of 2020 presented 
an opportunity for Greenville to make some long-overdue 
changes. “One of the ways we used those pandemic relief 
funds was to purchase and implement the bus routing and 
logistics software from Transfinder,” Mirizio says.  

Transfinder provides a variety of intelligent routing, 
scheduling and fleet maintenance solutions that optimize 
school transportation logistics. Districts can select which 
solutions they use based on their needs. Greenville uses 
Routefinder PLUS for routing and Viewfinder to monitor the 
bus fleet in real time.  

“It has been fantastic,” Mirizio says. “It was a slow 
process at first, but only because we went from essentially 
having nothing to having a fully digital transportation and 
routing database. Using Transfinder has saved us a huge 
amount of time.” 

Taking it to the next level 

After the initial implementation, Mirizio says the goal was 
to go a step further to increase efficiency. “This year, by 
using Transfinder we were able to reduce our total routes by 
two, and eliminate the need for two buses, just by improving 
the efficiency of our existing routes,” he says. “We had been 
facing significant increases in transportation costs, and this 
made a big difference in keeping those costs down. In 
addition, we’ve been able to reduce some of our ride times, 
so our students don’t ride for as long, and drivers don’t have 
to drive for as long. That makes it better for everyone.”  

Seeing a variety of benefits 

Mirizio says the impacts have been wide ranging. “Our 
staff members’ time is so much better spent now, everyone 
is more productive, and all our data is easier to understand 
and evaluate,” he says. “In the past we would have to 
manually input bus numbers, routes and stop times into a 
document, to be printed out and mailed. Now, we can just 
run a report in Transfinder in a few minutes.” 

“This is just the start, it’s an ongoing process to improve 
efficiency,” he continues. “There’s no way we could do any 
of this without Transfinder, and there are additional features 
and modules available in the platform that we want to 
explore. Transfinder has been wonderful to work with. They 
have exceeded our expectations.”  

To learn more, go to Transfinder.com/routefinderplus, 
email getplus@transfinder.com or call 800-373-3609

“We had been facing significant increases in trans-

portation costs, and this made a big difference in 

keeping those costs down.”

SPONSORED CONTENT

Greenville Area School District seeing a variety of benefits 
from partnership with Transfinder 

Pennsylvania district improves efficiency and staff 

productivity by modernizing transportation

www.transfinder.com/routefinderplus
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The pre-pandemic shift from zero tolerance to re-
storative discipline is buckling across K12, even 
years after the return to in-person learning, as 

educators continue to grapple with a surge of misbehav-
ior in all grade levels.

Leaders in district after district, sometimes with prod-
ding from state legislators, are now rolling back more le-
nient policies and relying again on suspensions and other 
measures to prevent disruptive behavior. The backlash 
is taking place even as data continues to show that Black 
students and other groups of children continue to face 
discipline that’s disproportionately more severe.

A restorative discipline dilemma?
This summer, the Prince William County school board 

in Maryland revised the district’s discipline policies to re-
move restorative-based conferences or circles as methods 
that educators can use for handling more serious mis-
behavior, WTOP reported. Those aspects of restorative 
discipline function more effectively as preventative mea-
sures, meaning Prince William County educators may rely 
on suspensions when responding to severe misconduct, 
district officials told WTOP.

Next door in Delaware, data show that discipline re-
mains an area of glaring inequality in K12 schools. In 
2021, 7% of the state’s students were suspended but Black 
students accounted for more than 12% of those suspen-
sions (compared to about 4% for white students). Black 
students represent a notably smaller portion of Delaware’s 

K12 enrollment, according to data cited by the Delaware 
News Journal.

A just-published analysis of a large urban district in 
California found that a small number of teachers are them-
selves disproportionately skewing discipline rates. The top 
5% of teachers who most often refer students to the prin-
cipal’s office do so “at such an outsized rate that they effec-
tively double the racial gaps in such referrals,” an American 
Educational Research Association study finds.

“The positive takeaway was that the group of top re-
ferrers in our study represented a relatively manageable 
number of educators, who could be targeted with inter-
ventions and other supports,” says one of the study’s au-
thors, Jing Liu, an assistant professor in education policy 
at the University of Maryland, College Park.

Where the law is changing
School districts in Nevada are no longer required to have 
a restorative discipline plan under a new law that also al-
lows administrators to suspend or expel students without 
first trying restorative practices. The law lowers the age 
limit for suspension and expulsion from 11 to 6, the Las 
Vegas Sun reported.

And a new law in Kentucky requires school boards to 
expel for at least 12 months any students who threaten 
or pose a danger to classmates or staff. Schools can also 
suspend disruptive students who are removed from class 
three times in a 30-day period. Principals can transfer dis-
ruptive students to alternative education programs.  

School behavior breakdowns
Why more leaders are turning away from restorative discipline and getting tougher again.

BY MATT ZALAZNICK
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BY MICAH WARD

Federal COVID relief funds have proven themselves 
instrumental in ensuring the sustainability of K12 
school districts across the country. But the ques-

tion remains: Is every dollar being used?
FutureEd, an independent think tank at Georgetown 

University’s McCourt School of Public Policy, recently 
published an analysis breaking down COVID relief spend-
ing in each state. According to their data, spending has 
only slowed down over time.

Overall, more than 99% of the ESSER I funding al-
located through the CARES Act has been spent. Seventy-
eight percent of ESSER II has been spent. And as for the 
third round of funding, which expires in September 2024, 
only 39% has been spent.

The data also suggest that spending is quite uneven. 
Eight states in particular—Arkansas, Georgia, Hawaii, 
Iowa, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Texas and Washing-
ton—have spent more than three-fifths of their allotment. 
States like Wisconsin, however, have only spent just over 
one-third of their total allotment.

On average, states have spent just 54.5% of their fed-
eral aid. But some states have far exceeded the national 
average.

According to FutureEd analysis, this is the latest 
snapshot representing each state’s progress in spending 
their K12 COVID aid across three rounds of ESSER funds 
(Note: the data do not reflect committed spending; for in-
stance, long-term projects):

How much ESSER funding do you have left?
On average, states have spent only 54.5% of their ESSER dollars, according to a new analysis 
from Georgetown University’s FutureEd that breaks down COVID relief spending by state.

•  Iowa (73.8%)
•  Arkansas (71.6%)
•  Oklahoma (68%)
•  Washington (66.7%)
•  Georgia (62.9%)
•  North Carolina (61.1%)
•  Hawaii (60.6%)
•  Texas (60.4%)
•  Kentucky (59.6%)
•  Delaware (59.2%)
•  Illinois (59%)
•  Idaho (58.8%)
•  Ohio (58.1%)
•  Kansas (58.1%)
•  California (58%)
•  Alaska (57.9%)
•  Pennsylvania (57.7%)
•  Florida (57.5%)
•  North Dakota (57.4%)
•  Nevada (57.2%)
•  Missouri (56.1%)
•  Michigan (55.8%)
•  Utah (55.4%)
•  South Carolina (55.2%)
•  Colorado (54.8%)
•  Tennessee (53.1%)

•  Arizona (53.1%)
•  Minnesota (52.7%)
•  Connecticut (51.8%)
•  Virginia (51.2%)
•  Indiana (51.1%)
•  Montana (49.9%)
•  West Virginia (49.5%)
•  South Dakota (48.3%)
•  New Jersey (47.8%)
•  Massachusetts (46.5%)
•  Oregon (46.4%)
•  New York (46.1%)
•  Louisiana (45.7%)
•  Maryland (45.6%)
•  Maine (45%)
•  Wyoming (44.8%)
•  New Hampshire (44.7%)
•  Mississippi (44.5%)
•  Alabama (42.7%)
•  Rhode Island (41.5%)
•  Nebraska (40.7%)
•  New Mexico (40.5%)
•  Vermont (40.1%)
•  Wisconsin (34.2%)  

Spending progress in each state
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A one-stop hub for teachers to seamlessly connect with single sign-on and access their student 
roster, tutor request form, tutor messaging, collaborative tools, and progress reporting.

Face-
to-Face 
Instruction

Using live video and a shared workspace, students and tutors stay engaged, use interactive 
tools, and collaborate online more effectively than ever before. Using live video and a shared 
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There are just more than 260,000 students in 
Broward County, Florida, and about 1,300 pub-
lic school jobs available there as the 2023-2024 

school year approaches. The School District of Philadel-
phia, with less than half that number of students, has al-
most as many vacancies. Metro Nashville Public Schools, 
with about 86,000 students, has 900 open school jobs.

Broward County is recruiting teachers, bus drivers, 
counselors, custodians and many of the other K12 positions 
that have been hit by shortages. Principals and other staff 
are hiring candidates on-the-spot at the district’s summer 
job fairs. In Philadelphia, more than 300 candidates at-
tended the district’s first job fair earlier this summer, which 
was geared toward teacher and support staff positions.

Philadelphia administrators hope to hire about 300 new 
teachers before the first day of school, WHYY reported. 
“We are set up to be able to get them to apply, to complete 
their testing, complete interviewing, get them on the path 
so they can start getting processed for hiring,” Terri Rita, 
Philadelphia’s deputy chief of talent, told WHYY. The dis-
trict has about 95% of the teaching staff it needs, 95% of 
the secretaries and 96% of the cleaners, Rita added.

Metro Nashville Public Schools still needs around 400 
teachers for the first day of school, with the biggest short-
ages in special education, English learners, math and sci-
ence, News Channel 5 reports. The district recently saw 
record attendance at one of its job fairs, with some can-
didates “coming from as far away as New York,” Brigitte 
Tubbs-Jones, Metro Nashville’s director of talent acquisi-
tion, told the station.

Making the grade
Can districts get fully staffed before the new school year begins?

BY MATT ZALAZNICK

Favorable school jobs forecast?
As superintendents and their teams know all too well, 

the pandemic only worsened K12’s labor shortages, from 
classrooms to cafeterias to central office. “A year ago, I 
told my team, ‘It’s scary to think about what staffing is 
going to look like a year from now,” Matthew Gutierrez, 
superintendent of Seguin ISD in Texas told District Ad-
ministration. “It’s even scarier to think about what staff-
ing is going to look like a year from now.”

But there are signs of hope this summer. The first 
day of school at Tuloso Midway ISD near Corpus Christi, 
Texas, was Monday and leaders there told KIIItv.com 
that “this year has been the best hiring season since the 
COVID-19 pandemic.”

Education officials in Kansas are looking on the bright 
side of the state’s record number of open teaching posi-
tions. This spring’s 1,634 vacancies are indeed the highest 
ever but—after a few years of sharp increases in short-
ages—aren’t much higher than fall 2022’s 1,628 vacancies, 
the Topeka Capital-Journal points out.

“I’m going to choose to be positive about this because 
this has really been the first time that we’ve kind of bal-
anced,” Shane Carter, director of the state’s licensure divi-
sion, said, according to the Capital-Journal. “We didn’t 
have a huge increase, so I hope this indicates that we’ve 
reached our ceiling for vacancies.”

Still, half of the state’s vacancies represent positions 
that administrators filled with candidates who aren’t 
fully qualified for the classroom, the Capital-Journal 
explains.  
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Here's some of what we've done in schools...
 
 
 

...what might we construct with you? 

Trauma-Responsive Habits and Structures
SEL - It's not just for students!
Brain Science 101 - How a little bit of brain science can go a long way in
teaching, learning, and managing classrooms.
We know we need to build relationships - but HOW?!
Making Strategic Shifts - Leveraging what we can to achieve the results we want
and students need!

Visit www.constructedfirm.co to schedule a free consultation!

We are your partners in educator development!
This has been a challenging season in school systems. Our team has lived it too, so we know

what it takes to offer meaningful, relevant, and enduring professional learning.
 

And when we say partner, we mean it! All our offerings include follow-up implementation
coaching, technical assistance, or a strategic planning document to make the learning last!

Looking for another way to support teachers?
Check out our Daily Decompress Journal, a tool designed to help

staff plan, reflect, and decompress at the end of each day to
cultivate wellbeing and relieve stress! 

 
View it on our website or search for it on Amazon!
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DATA-INFORMEDDATA-INFORMED decisions

Joy Smithson is a 
data scientist at 
The SchoolStatus 
Group, where 
she works with 
districts all over 
the country to 

help educators use data to inform 
decisions and support student 
success. 

3 tips for K12 leaders  
from a data scientist
This is how administrators develop communication strategies 
to address individual student needs and empower parents as 
active stakeholders in their child’s educational journey.

BY JOY SMITHSON

According to research, super-
intendents are eager to have 
more information to make 

data-informed decisions and ensure 
the success of the students in their 
districts. A survey conducted in 2022 
by the Data Quality Campaign and 
The School Superintendents Asso-
ciation revealed that 98% of respon-
dents believed that “better access 
to data would help them be more 
confident in their ability to make in-
formed decisions for their districts.”

How can superintendents es-
tablish systems and processes that 
help them use data efficiently and 
provide better support to students? 
As a data scientist, I collaborate with 
districts, schools and administrators 
across the country, assisting them in 
extracting actionable insights from 
their data to enhance communica-
tion and pave the way for improved 
student outcomes.

Below are three tips for K12 
schools and districts on effectively 
using data to support student success:

Use data to enhance communi-
cation with families
Leveraging student data to improve 
communication with parents is a 
powerful strategy for educators 
seeking to cultivate stronger rela-
tionships and enhance student out-
comes. Caregivers are allies in un-
derstanding students’ home life and 
extending opportunities for learning 
outside the classroom.

Student data can also provide 
valuable insights into communication 

gaps between teachers and parents. 
By analyzing parent-teacher engage-
ments, administrators can identify 
families who haven’t been contacted 
for the year, determine whether or 
not communication is shared, and 
track methods of engagement. Un-
derstanding these trends enables ad-
ministrators to tailor communication 
strategies to individual needs to sup-
port more meaningful conversations 
between their schools and families.

Consolidate data to get the 
whole picture
Every school district has vari-
ous sources of student and school 
data—from grades and attendance 
to state assessments, benchmarks, 
and discipline logs—often stored 
on different platforms and even in 
manually updated spreadsheets. Big-
picture trends and areas that need 
attention are easily overlooked when 
data lives in separate silos. Adopting 
school analytics and communications 
platforms that integrate with exist-
ing district systems and data sources 
enables educators to view all this 
information in a unified, live dash-
board and do more with the data the 
district is already investing in.

Having data all in one place paints 
a more complete picture of students’ 
and schools’ educational standing. 
When a single platform displays 
exam and attendance data together, 
for instance, administrators can 
identify chronically absent students 
and simultaneously see the impact 
of these absences on academic out-

comes. At-risk profiles can become 
more nuanced, to include more than 
one criterion, and the relationships 
between variables can be explored 
and revealed. 

Promote data literacy and 
transparency
How administrators communicate 
with parents and families about 
data matters. Many parents may 
feel overwhelmed by complex edu-
cational terminology or struggle to 
interpret student data. To build trust 
and encourage effective collabora-
tion, district administrators should 
try to share data with parents and 
caregivers in a clear and accessible 
manner, focusing on what the data 
means for their children.

When reviewing a student’s re-
cord with a caregiver, it is crucial to 
explain any key terms or metrics and 
provide guidance on how they can 
use this information to support their 
child’s learning. 

Moreover, communicating with 
caregivers about student data in 
their native language is critical. 
Communication platforms with 
built-in translation capabilities can 
ensure more meaningful and clear 
communication with all student 
families.

With data-driven communication 
strategies, district administrators can 
effectively address individual student 
needs, share progress updates and 
empower parents as active stake-
holders in their child’s educational 
journey.  
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W ith every new technologi-
cal advancement, there is 
controversy in the class-

room—once, it was the introduction 
of calculators; now, it’s AI and edu-
cation. Decades ago, teachers would 
tell their students things like, “You 
will not have access to a calculator 
whenever you need it.” But then 
smartphones came along.

With the launch of ChatGPT in late 
2022, many education professionals 
are leery of incorporating artificial in-
telligence in the classroom. Yet, many 
others are embracing this new tech-
nology and encouraging their peers 
to teach students to use it responsibly 
and ethically, just as they had to with 
the calculator.

The good: Inclusion, diversity, 
and equity
Teachers hold many jobs as the lead 
in their classrooms. Not only do they 
create lesson plans, grade assess-
ments and provide feedback on those 
assessments, but they must also 
continuously build rapport with their 
students (and students’ parents), 
administrators and fellow teachers. 
They are also tasked with incorporat-
ing accommodations for their stu-
dents and preparing them for stan-
dardized testing—all while teaching 
them life skills for when they leave 
the classroom.

This is just the tip of the iceberg 
of what teachers do. With AI like 
ChatGPT, teachers can cut down the 

Are there more risks or 
rewards for K12?
With AI like ChatGPT, teachers can cut down the hours 
they spend creating lessons and ensure those lessons 
accommodate the diversity of their students.

BY AARON RAFFERTY

hours they spend creating lessons and 
ensure those lessons accommodate 
the diversity of their students. For in-
stance, AI can help teachers write one 
version of a lesson and revise it for 
students in need of custom accommo-
dations, such as those who are learn-
ing English as a second language or 
who have specific learning disabilities.

Sometimes, the different levels of 
accommodation—i.e., “below grade 
level,” “at grade level,” and “above 
grade level”—can be difficult and too 
broad for some students to under-
stand how they compare academically 
to their peers. AI can enhance edu-
cational equity by offering learning 
experiences personalized to each stu-
dent. This approach can help bridge 
the gap for students who may have 
faced disadvantages due to their spe-
cific learning needs or background.

For example, students with hear-
ing impairments can benefit from the 
AI’s ability to generate real-time tran-
scriptions of classroom discussions, 
ensuring they can access essential 
information. Similarly, non-native 
English speakers can receive transla-
tions and language support from AI, 
allowing them to actively participate 
in classroom activities without feel-
ing excluded or overwhelmed.

Additionally, because AI like Chat-
GPT is free to use, it can be utilized 
by school districts that lack proper 
funding or resources to provide 
their students with a high-quality 
education. This can help narrow de-

mographic gaps in education, such 
as those between urban and rural 
districts, or between developed and 
developing nations.

The bad: Everything used with 
bad intentions becomes bad
Due to technological advancements 
throughout the past two decades, stu-
dents are able to learn more, and far 
more rapidly than before. And thanks 
to extensive research on best practices 
in pedagogy, education has become 
accessible to students with different 
abilities from different backgrounds.

However, when any tool like AI is 
used in excess or without the proper 
learning, it can quickly become a 
detriment instead of an advantage. 
As such, AI should not be used as a 
replacement for teachers or class-
room education. Rather, teachers 
must take the time to teach how AI 
can be used in their classrooms to 
ensure their students know how to 
use it properly and what to look for 
when it isn’t. 

Of course, another issue some ed-
ucators are currently grappling with 
is the use of AI to write essays and 
papers. While not every student is in-
nately gifted as a writer or will need 
advanced writing skills in their ca-
reer, teaching students how to write 
using AI offers a lesson in drafting, 
proofreading, editing and under-
standing that the writing process is 
not one-and-done or copy-and-paste. 
Moreover, teaching students to use 
AI will help them learn how to be-
come better writers.

Nevertheless, it’s important to 
recognize the potential risks and 
challenges when integrating AI in 
the classroom, such as data privacy, 
algorithm bias and the potential for 
ethically misusing AI. Educators and 
AI developers must collaborate and 
communicate to establish guidelines 
and best practices for AI in the class-
room.  
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EQUITY EQUITY in education

5 keys to equity leadership for 
today’s K12 decision-makers
Equity in education is every school and district leader’s job. Yet, 
too often definitions are buzzy and lack practical application.

BY JUDONN DESHIELDS

The work of equity leadership is 
to ensure that race and socio-
economic status are not pre-

dictive of a student’s success in life. A 
leader I admire says, “Absent equity 
work, it is too easy to predict a young 
person’s life trajectory and outcomes 
based on their skin color or zip code 
in which they were raised.”

Equity in education is every school 
and district leader’s job. Yet, too often 
definitions are buzzy and lack practi-
cal application. If we struggle to define 
equity, how then can we operational-
ize it, especially as leaders?

1. Define equity by identifying 
inequity
Leaders often struggle to define eq-
uity beyond “giving students what 
they need to succeed.” It may sound 
contradictory, but an equity leader 
is adept at identifying examples of 
inequity in their community. Doing so 
allows leaders and their teams to co-
create specific strategies to dismantle 
these inequities and reverse their im-
pact on student success.

School-level outcomes, broken 
down by student subgroups, are a 
powerful starting point. Equity lead-
ers know and own their school’s most 
alarming data points. They can not 
only articulate which student groups 
are in the most urgent need but also 
the school-wide strategies in place to 
support them.

2. Co-create your “why” with 
your community

All too often, the broader commu-
nity is excluded from the process of 
defining and participating in equity 
work. This is more than a missed op-
portunity; communities beyond the 
four walls of schools and district of-
fices must shape and carry the water 
of equity work.

To develop a clear understanding 
of who students are and what they 
need in the classroom, leaders need 
to first listen. Go into the commu-
nity to conduct listening tours and 
empathy interviews. Home visits, 
while usually conducted by teachers 
and social workers, are incredibly 
illuminating for principals and dis-
trict leaders, too. Being present with 
the community, in the community, 
ensures that leaders tap into the 
vast cultural capital necessary to 
capture the hopes, dreams, needs 
and priorities of the communities 
and students they serve.

When a community is denied a seat 
at the table, we create inequity in real 
time. Equity leaders communicate, “If 
we’re going to do this, you have to be 
at the table with us. You have to have 
a voice and you have to be meaning-
fully included in the work.” While it 
might slow the process, an inclusive 
approach to equity work ensures that 
it goes further and deeper.

3. Ensure cohesion and 
coherence

Where disparities exist between 
Black and brown students and their 
white peers, equity leaders mobilize 

their teams around the “why” to iden-
tify root causes and what’s in the locus 
of control for the school community 
to address.

Equity is not the work of one indi-
vidual nor is it a singular initiative. 
Strategies should stretch from family 
engagement to curriculum design to 
mentorship and how schools handle 
student conduct. 

4. Create a system of collective 
ownership
Equity work doesn’t happen over-
night. It also doesn’t happen with one 
team or department. 

Without collective ownership, 
equity strategy is relegated to mini-
mally impactful initiatives serving as 
a Band-Aid for much deeper-rooted 
and far-reaching problems.

The same is true at the organiza-
tional level. Increasingly, school dis-
tricts are moving away from a sin-
gular office of equity to an approach 
that uses an equity framework or 
policy to delineate specific com-
mitments across the organization. 
Equity work has to live and breathe 
in curriculum and instruction, food 
service, and, most especially, in the 
superintendent’s cabinet.

5. Strengthen your sustainability
The good news is that there is funding 
available to help with equity advance-
ment in the classroom. Districts just 
need to know how to find it. Many 
districts source grants at the organiza-
tional philanthropic level. 

District leaders can consult the 
U.S. Department of Education Eq-
uity Action Plan, but it takes time 
and energy to chase down these 
grants and steward them. It’s more 
than finding funding: it’s find-
ing funding that aligns with your 
strategy. Finding and winning large 
philanthropic grants is competitive 
but as with equity work itself, it’s ab-
solutely worth the effort.  
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In May, Texas and Tennessee be-
came the third and fourth states to 
pass “Alyssa’s Law,” which requires 

all public school districts to equip 
schools with silent alert systems, such 
as panic buttons. The law was named 
for a victim of the 2018 mass shooting 
at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 
School in Parkland, Florida, and was 
championed by education groups 
including Alyssa’s own parents. Law-
makers in five other states, including 
Oregon and Michigan, are considering 
similar legislation.

Since the return to in-person in-
struction, schools have grappled with 
an increase in behavioral issues—ev-
erything from a child disrupting a 
math lesson to potentially life-threat-
ening instances of students fighting 
or bringing weapons to campus. 

The issue has become so critical that 
schools of education across the country 
are now making safety protocols—such 
as active-shooter drills and trauma re-
sponse—part of the curriculum.

Meanwhile, district leaders are 
continuing to grapple with unprec-
edented staffing shortages. Not 
only are fewer people entering the 
education profession, but teachers in 
many states also say they’re planning 
to retire or quit sooner than they’d 
originally planned.

To be clear, these two issues—
school safety and school staffing—are 
intrinsically linked. A recent survey 
found that four out of 10 educators 
feel less safe in their classrooms than 
they did five years ago. Additionally, 

To recruit and retain teachers, 
prioritize their safety
Four states have now passed “Alyssa’s Law,” which requires 
districts to equip schools with panic buttons and other silent 
alert systems.

BY RODERICK SAMS

a study conducted by researchers 
at Brown University found that a 
school’s climate, including its lead-
ers’ commitment to safety, has a 
significant impact on teacher reten-
tion. It also found that “the degree to 
which students and teachers feel their 
school is a safe, orderly learning envi-
ronment is of central importance for 
student achievement.”

A report from a commission in 
Virginia found that increased behav-
ioral and mental health challenges 
among students contributed to lower 
job satisfaction for teachers. And Dr. 
James J. Fedderman, president of 
the Virginia Education Association, 
professed that the state’s teachers 
“aren’t given the resources they need 
most” to serve students like this.

Amid the bustle of an already busy 
school day, teachers in these situa-
tions need to be able to request and 
receive immediate support. If teach-
ers feel safe and understand that 
they will receive support in an emer-
gency, job satisfaction increases.

Solutions championed by 
Alyssa’s Law
As districts consider every pos-
sible way to make teaching jobs less 
stressful and more rewarding, many 
are considering investing in strate-
gies that make their campuses safer. 
In some communities, that means 
turning to the same methods they’ve 
used for decades: hiring more school 
resource officers, deploying metal 
detectors or building fences around 

their schools. While these solutions 
may make schools safer, they don’t 
equip teachers with the resources in 
hand to feel safer or, more impor-
tantly, to actually be safer.

Solutions championed by Alyssa’s 
Law—such as wearable panic but-
tons—not only empower teachers, 
but they’re also appropriate for 
quickly alerting authorities to a 
range of situations, from a student 
medical emergency to an unauthor-
ized visitor on campus.

As staffing shortages continue 
in districts across the country, dis-
tricts should consider making safety 
measures like silent alert badges a 
cornerstone of their recruiting ef-
forts—to the point of discussing it 
during interviews. They should also 
take steps to make existing staffers 
feel equipped to handle emergen-
cies in the safest and most efficient 
way possible. After all, teachers who 
feel safe and supported by admin-
istrators can focus their efforts on 
effective teaching, making them less 
likely to seek employment elsewhere.

As more states consider passing leg-
islation like Alyssa’s Law, district lead-
ers should ask themselves whether 
their schools are supportive, inclusive 
and safe for teachers and staff. Pro-
viding educators with an extra layer 
of security is a critical first step in 
creating an environment where they 
feel nurtured and protected enough to 
keep returning each day.

And that, in turn, creates the best 
environment for students to learn 
and thrive.  

Roderick 
Sams, a former 
high school 
principal, 
is the chief 
development 
officer at 

CENTEGIX, a provider of incident 
response solutions.
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MATH BY MATH BY The Numbers

We live in a country with 
many people who say, “I’m 
not a math person.” This is 

a myth we tell ourselves—we are all 
math people; we may just not have 
had the opportunity to learn math in 
school the way our brain is naturally 
designed to learn. The human brain 
innately thinks of math at high levels, 
and children are born naturally curi-
ous, powerful mathematical thinkers.

Unfortunately, some teachers un-
intentionally condition that natural 
curiosity out of students. For ex-
ample, when my elementary-aged 
daughter was trying to make sense 
of multiplication she experienced 
confusion—not knowing that it is 
a natural part of being curious and 
a necessary condition for learning. 
This was a great opportunity for her 
teacher to harness her curiosity and 
increase her depth of understanding 
of what is happening when we think 
multiplicatively with pictures, words, 
numbers and symbols.

Unfortunately, her teacher 
stopped her curiosity and told her it 
was OK to find it hard and confus-
ing because “Girls are usually better 
at reading and writing and boys are 
usually better at math.” That kind 
of message reinforces the myth that 
math is for some people, but not ev-
eryone. It halted her desire to won-
der and make sense of the math.

A positive math identity supports 
more than just math skills. When stu-

How to ensure each  
student believes they are  
a math person
All students are powerful mathematical thinkers, but they need 
to believe they are capable to succeed.

BY AMBER GARDNER

dents believe they are math people, 
they become confident risk-takers. Em-
bracing an identity as a powerful math 
thinker helps students develop the 
ability to problem-solve, think critically 
and make sense of their world—things 
all brains and all people can do.

Building a positive math 
identity in the classroom
If you have experienced trauma or 
anxiety around math yourself, name 
it, recognize it and lean into the dis-
comfort of learning and healing to 
expand your conceptual understand-
ing of mathematics. Math is so much 
more than calculations. Play around 
with math concepts, including think-
ing about what pictures you could 
draw to show why calculations work 
(i.e., why do we copy dot flip when 
multiplying fractions?) Playing with 
pictures to make sense of math turns 
the activity into a puzzle or riddle, 
rather than a “problem” to be solved.

Check your beliefs: do you really 
think that some kids can’t do math? 
If so, find out where that’s coming 
from and do the work required to get 
to the point where you believe what 
the research tells us to be true: that 
all brains are capable of learning, 
doing and making sense of high-level 
math, even our own.

The way you believe informs how 
you speak, which informs how you 
act. While the way you speak can be 
enough to plant seeds of doubt in stu-

dents about their own abilities, it takes 
more than telling them they are good at 
math to help them build a strong math 
identity. Instead, students need op-
portunities to understand and connect 
with math, which starts with the adults 
in their life truly believing they can.

Building a positive math 
identity at home
Just like teachers, parents can sup-
port the development of a positive 
math identity by believing that 
everyone, including themselves, is 
capable of learning math. Tune in to 
the ways in which you think math-
ematically every day and remember 
math thinking is far more than com-
putation and arithmetic. Whenever 
you are thinking critically, design-
ing, puzzling or creating a system to 
make meaning to make decisions, 
you are thinking mathematically. 
You can also look for resources, such 
as MathMINDS created by MIND 
Research Institute, that involve the 
family or community in positive 
math identity development.

Families can also build their chil-
dren’s math identities by experiencing 
the joy of math together. Math is not 
just timed tests and flashcards. Fami-
lies can play with building blocks, 
mazes and puzzles or build a fort 
outside; talk about the shapes and 
other visual-spatial attributes of the 
environment around them; and de-
light in what amazing engineers and 
mathematicians they are together. 
They can play board games to develop 
a love of math just as they would read 
a book to inspire lifelong reading.

Believing that everyone is a powerful 
mathematical thinker is a necessary 
first step, no matter what your connec-
tion to young math learners is. From 
there, get into the world, experience 
math thinking together, work to make 
sense of the world and embrace the joy 
of being curious mathematicians as a 
family and classroom community.  
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Robin Winder is 
the senior director 
of instruction for 
FlexPoint Education 
Cloud and Florida 
Virtual School.

Over the past several years, 
the teacher exodus has 
posed a significant chal-

lenge for school administrators. 
However, recent data highlights the 
need for our concern to extend and 
encompass other crucial positions 
within the K12 workforce. Spe-
cifically, the roles of principals and 
school leaders. A recent research 
brief from RAND Corporation 
reveals that during the 2021-22 
school year, a notable 16% of prin-
cipals opted to depart from their 
schools.

This growing wave of depar-
tures among school leaders calls 
for our attention and a deeper 
examination of how we can re-
tain a passionate and dedicated 
workforce. As a former principal, I 
understand how difficult it can be 
to navigate that position when the 
right systems of support are not in 
place. Now, as the senior director 
of instruction at FlexPoint Educa-
tion Cloud and Florida Virtual 
School, I strive to create a culture 
of growth that sets clear expecta-
tions for our school leaders. Here 
are three strategies school and 
district administrators can use to 
effectively maintain a motivated 
school leadership team:

1. Deliver thorough training 
when onboarding.
The first step in retaining school 
leadership starts on their very first 
day with rigorous onboarding. In 
fact, in a recent onboarding survey, 
Glassdoor found that employees 
who rated their onboarding expe-

rience as “highly effective” were 
18 times more likely to feel highly 
committed to their organization.

This is why it’s important that 
your onboarding is intentional and 
covers key aspects such as familiar-
izing participants with your school’s 
culture, establishing effective 
teacher relationships and providing 
training on the systems utilized for 
teaching, data monitoring and stu-
dent communication.

Following the initial onboard-
ing, continue to provide training 
to new principals and instruc-
tional leaders during their first 
month. Focus on instructing them 
on which data to analyze, includ-
ing classroom monitoring and 
individual student reports. Offer 
intentional coaching to the leaders, 
setting clear expectations for their 
accomplishments within the first 
30, 60 and 90 days. The objective is 
to gradually integrate new leaders 
into the work environment by giv-
ing them ample time to seek guid-
ance, receive feedback, and thrive 
with the necessary support.

2. Offer deliberate and 
meaningful professional 
development opportunities.
Professional learning should not 
happen one day of the year—it 
should be continuous and inten-
tional so that your school leaders 
continue to grow and learn. One way 
to do this is by meeting face-to-face 
several times throughout the year 
to allow your school leaders to col-
laborate and present best practices. 
When they can hear what their peers 

are doing, it can create innovation 
and excitement.

I would also recommend provid-
ing opportunities for your school 
leaders to hear from expert guest 
speakers that cover the latest trends 
and best practices in K12 education. 
Getting a third-party perspective 
can enhance the work they are al-
ready doing.

3. Establish a mentorship 
program.
Ensuring your school leadership 
team has a space to create con-
nections with their peers is an es-
sential aspect of ensuring they feel 
supported. When I first started as 
an instructional leader, I remem-
ber looking at my peers and think-
ing, “How do they do that?” This is 
why pairing experienced and new 
principals and instructional leaders 
will be a win for your school or dis-
trict. This gives the new employees 
an opportunity to exchange ideas, 
observe work, receive feedback, 
and ask clarifying questions—not 
only when they first start the job, 
but throughout their career.

No matter how you go about 
developing a strong school leader-
ship team, you must remember the 
most important aspect: make sure 
they feel supported. Your retention 
rates will naturally increase when 
you create an environment where 
school leaders feel like they are part 
of a community with a common 
mission in mind—to meet every stu-
dent where they are so they reach 
success.  

Addressing the exodus
3 ways to retain and support school leaders.

BY ROBIN WINDER
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