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Amidst the insanity swirling around K12—political interference, a 
COVID resurgence, issues around the protection of LGBTQ students—
there are many exciting things happening this year. District Adminis-
tration exists for several reasons: first and foremost, to address, inform 
and identify solutions to the problems the illustrious education leaders 
across the country are facing every single day (and that means weekends, 
too). But as education becomes more complicated, from the methods 
of learning to incorporating new technology (hello, AI) and the outside 
pressures of what to teach (and what is allowed to be taught), our mis-
sion evolves as well, to ensure we’re delivering what you want to receive.

In that vein, we will be sending a survey via email (look for the link in 
our DA Daily newsletters as well) with the objective of discovering what 
it is that would interest you most right now, as we delve into the 2023-24 
school year and going forward into the next calendar year. Please keep 
an eye out for it and take a moment to fill it out and help us tailor our 
content for you. 

In addition, we have brought back our District Administration 
National Awards Program—which we are extremely excited about—rec-
ognizing outstanding K12 districts and visionary leaders across the 
country who have demonstrated exceptional leadership skills in the edu-
cation field, from inspiring others to spearheading transformative initia-
tives that lead to improved student outcomes and increased graduation 
rates. Winners will be recognized at the DA Leadership Superintendents 
Summit at the Naples Grande Beach Resort this December and at ETC’s 
Future of Education Technology Conference (FETC) 2024 January 
23-26, 2024, in Orlando. We hope you’ll come celebrate with us and your 
colleagues and enjoy what is also a wonderful opportunity to mingle 
with your cohorts, share experiences and celebrate all that is good and 
positive about education right now.

Lori Capullo, Executive Editor

“It’s not just  
having the options at 

graduation time, but it’s also 
the options later on in the 

career that allow for students 
to go back to school, because 
they have all the prerequisites 
and information they need.”

-Dr. Melvin J. Brown 
Montgomery Alabama  

Public Schools

Looking ahead
Publisher Tim Hart

EDITORIAL
Executive Editor  Lori Capullo
Senior Writer  Matt Zalaznick
Education Staff Writers  
Alcino Donadel, Micah Ward

ART
Art Direction  Xavier Marañón
Graphic Designers 
Brendan Lawn 
Matthew Ali

ADVERTISING, EVENTS 
AND CUSTOM MEDIA
Vice President, Event and Media Sales, 
Education Group   
Jim Callan, james.callan@etcnetwork.com   
(404) 353-5276 
Sales Manager (East), Rachel Davis 
rachel.davis@etcnetwork.com   
(678) 521-7584    
Sales Manager (West), Paul Milnamow  
paul.milnamow@etcnetwork.com   
(847) 648-0416
Content Marketing Editor   
Kurt Eisele-Dyrli  

CIRCULATION AND OPERATIONS
Vice President,  
Marketing/Audience Development   
Rennette Fortune

REPRINTS/PERMISSIONS
For more information,  
districtadministration.com/contact-us

SUBSCRIPTIONS
Send email address changes to:
Rennette Fortune  
rennette.fortune@etcnetwork.com

HOW TO REACH US
222 Lakeview Avenue, Suite 800  
West Palm Beach, FL 33410 
Website: DistrictAdministration.com

October 2023 | Vol. 59, No. 5
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Serving schools like the future 
depends on it. Because it does.
We support student outcomes through more effective, 
comfortable, and sustainable learning environments. 

By combining energy efficiency, electrification, and renewable 
energy programs with experiential learning opportunities,  
we help district leaders develop future climate leaders  
while achieving their building goals within their budgets.

Explore More at  
trane.com/energyservices

www.trane.com/energyservices
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BEYOND BEYOND the newsthe news

ChatGPT, the artificially intel-
ligent chatbot that forever shook 
the world of K12 education when 
it launched in November of last 
year, costs roughly $700,000 a day 
to operate, according to a recent 
report published in Analytics India 
Magazine. Its maker, OpenAI, 
could face a world of trouble if it 
doesn’t turn a profit soon.

The company could face bank-
ruptcy by 2024, the analysis sug-
gests. For now, it’s able to sustain 
itself with the help of investors like 
Microsoft.

“Microsoft’s $10 billion invest-
ment in OpenAI is possibly keeping 
the company afloat at the moment,” 
the report reads. “But on the other 
hand, OpenAI projected an annual 
revenue of $200 million in 2023 
and expects to reach $1 billion in 
2024, which seems to be a long shot 
since the losses are only mounting.”

The report also notes that as of 
May, OpenAI’s losses reached $540 
million ever since its development 
of ChatGPT.

One of the more dominant red 
flags uncovered in the analysis 
points to ChatGPT’s steady decline 
in user visits to the website. Data 
collected by SimilarWeb indicates 

that the site reached a record-high 
number of visits in May this year at 
1.9 billion. In July, the website only 
attracted 1.5 billion. However, this 
could be due to the fact that many 
organizations, including higher ed 
institutions and K12 school dis-
tricts, are banning the chatbot’s use 
in the workplace.

The research also cites an ongo-
ing GPU (gross processing unit) 
shortage, which is necessary for the 
company to train further language 
models and improve them. As a 
result, ChatGPT’s output quality is 
declining.

“So, if OpenAI does not get more 
funding soon, the company might 
have to file by the end of 2024 to 
acquire more NVIDIA GPUs that 
are coming in the second quarter 
of the year, and start training their 
models,” the report reads. “Till 
then, competitions are coming up, 
losses are increasing, users are 
declining, lawsuits are piling up, 
and the quality is going down as 
well. Good luck, there!”

Most people, including the 
researchers, would assume that 
this drop in users can be attributed 
to the fact that a large number of 
the userbase are probably students, 
who wouldn’t need to leverage the 
technology during summer break. 
However, they address the fact that 
a number of companies are start-
ing to develop their own generative 
chatbots and steering away from 
ChatGPT.

Several leading edtech com-
panies and education providers, 
including Khan Academy, are 
leveraging ChatGPT specifically 
to enhance student learning. For 
instance, the company announced 
in March its pilot for Khanmigo, a 
tutoring aide powered by GPT-4.

Chegg, an education support ser-
vice provider, announced its version 
of a tutoring aide called CheggMate, 
also powered by GPT-4.

The next question is, how will 
OpenAI’s financial troubles impact 
the world of edtech moving forward?

By Micah Ward

ChatGPT costs 
$700,000 daily 
to maintain. Is it 
sustainable?
Citing a significant drop in 
users in July, OpenAI, the 
maker of ChatGPT, is likely 
to go bankrupt by 2024 if 
something doesn’t change, 
according to a new report.
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When it comes to school transportation and bus routing, 
failure to understand and maximize resources is leading to 
significant hidden costs for many schools and an increased 
strain on operations, says an experienced transportation 
professional.  

“Many schools and districts essentially still use pen and 
paper or office productivity software for bus routing and 
logistics because that’s what they know and how they’ve 
always done it,” says Michael Howes, a data management 
specialist for Healey Bus in Lynn, Massachusetts. “They don’t 
realize the potential to streamline, automate and dramatically 
improve efficiency by using web-based applications designed 
specifically for school transportation.”  

Imagine tools that reduce thousands of miles traveled 
a year or that free up thousands of staff hours so they can 
focus on more critical tasks. 

Enter: Transfinder technology and hardware.    

The right tools make the difference  

Howes has 12-plus years’ experience in school 
transportation, as a bus driver and a transportation director 
and manager for multiple school districts before joining 
Healey Bus, a contractor that services many area districts.  

In his work with so many school systems, Howes says the 
use of Transfinder’s transportation applications is critical to 
success. Transfinder provides intelligent routing, scheduling 
and fleet maintenance solutions that optimize school 
transportation logistics.  

“We use Transfinder for everything from reporting to 
forms, building bus routes and much more,” Howes says. 
“The Routefinder PLUS solution is particularly useful for 
reducing hidden costs by building more efficient bus routes. 
For example, for one of our client school districts, I used 
Routefinder PLUS to reduce their bus routes by about 20 
miles per day. That added up to thousands of miles annually, 
saving the district thousands of dollars in annual fuel costs. 

To do that without 
the software would be next to impossible.”  

The industry has noticed. Transfinder’s solutions, 
including Routefinder PLUS, driver app Wayfinder, parent 
app Stopfinder and fleet and asset management tool 
Servicefinder and its tablets and card readers just won the 
2023 STN Innovation Choice Awards for both Best Software 
and Hardware.  

Automating administrative tasks 

The automation of administrative tasks makes a 
significant difference. “Routefinder PLUS includes a 
powerful reporting tool and database, which we use to 
automate the bus driver’s license renewal process. It 
automatically alerts us when any driver documentation will 
be expiring within the next 30 days, which is very important 
for compliance. Any regular task that you can automate 
can potentially save thousands of hours of work in a school 
year.” 

Howes believes using the Transfinder technology 
platform is becoming more important. “Many transportation 
costs continue to increase exponentially, driver shortages 
are becoming more of a problem, and the regulatory 
environment is becoming more complex,” he says. “After 
working with many different school systems, it’s clear that 
many district leaders don’t realize what their transportation 
is costing them, and how much time and money could be 
saved. You can offset the costs of investing in the software 
by improving efficiency.”  

Ensuring student safety 

But it’s about more than efficiency and savings. Howes 
highlights safety and how using tools like Routefinder PLUS 
ensures bus routes are as safe as possible.  

“The safety of students is of paramount importance to 
everyone,” he says. “What many district leaders may not 
realize is that by improving the efficiency of bus routes with 
the platform, you can also improve safety by reducing ride 
times for students, getting them to school and home more 
quickly, and ensuring bus stops are always made on the 
safe side of the road.” 

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

“Many district leaders don’t realize what their trans-

portation is costing them, and how much time and 

money could be saved.”

SPONSORED CONTENT

Learn ways to maximize efficiency while increasing safety 

The secret to finding and eliminating 
hidden costs in school transportation 

www.transfinder.com/routefinderplus
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BEYOND BEYOND the newsthe news

As educators experiment and inno-
vate with AI across K12, Mason City 
Community Schools in Iowa has 
deployed the technology to reduce 
the number of books in its libraries. 
The small district this summer com-
pleted a review of its collections in 
which AI was used to scan for books 
that violate a new state law that 
restricts sexual content in K12.

So far, Mason City schools has 
banned 19 books from its grade 
7-12 libraries, with an administra-
tor saying that the size of its col-
lection was too large for staff to 
read every title that has been “pur-
chased, donated and found.”

“We are using what we believe 
is a defensible process to identify 
books that should be removed from 
collections at the start of the ’23-24 
school year,” Assistant Superinten-
dent of Curriculum and Instruction 
Bridgette Exman said in a state-
ment to the Gazette. “After this, we 
will continue to rely on our long-
established process that allows par-
ents to have books reconsidered. 
Parents will always have a voice in 
their students’ education.”

Under the new law, Iowa’s school 
libraries can stock only “age-appro-
priate materials,” which means 
books and other materials cannot 
contain “descriptions or visual 
depictions of a sex act.” Districts 

must also list on their websites 
every book available to students in 
their libraries.

Exman also told the Gazette that 
many teachers feel uncertain and 
nervous because the state has not 
provided clear guidance on which 
books should be restricted and why. 
She also noted that no parent had 
challenged a book in the district in 
at least the last 20 years.

In an even more frank 
response, Exman told a website 
called PopSci that Mason City 
educators “have more important 
things to do than spend a lot of 
time trying to figure out how to 
protect kids from books.”

These are the books removed by 
Mason City schools so far (as listed 
by the Mason City Globe Gazette):

•  Killing Mr. Griffin  
by Lois Duncan

•  Sold by Patricia McCormick
•  A Court of Mist and Fury 

(series) by Sarah J. Maas
•  Monday’s Not Coming  

by Tiffany D. Jackson
•  Tricks by Ellen Hopkins
•  Nineteen Minutes by Jodi Picoult
•  The Handmaid’s Tale  

by Margaret Atwood
•  Beloved by Toni Morrison
•  Looking for Alaska  

by John Green
•  The Kite Runner  

by Khaled Hosseini
•  Crank by Ellen Hopkins
•  Thirteen Reasons Why  

by Jay Asher
•  The Absolutely True Diary of  

a Part-Time Indian  
by Sherman Alexie

•  An American Tragedy  
by Theodore Dreiser

•  The Color Purple by Alice Walker
•  Feed by M.T. Anderson
•  Friday Night Lights  

by Buzz Bissinger
•  Gossip Girl by Cecily von Ziegesar
•  I Know Why the Caged Bird 

Sings by Maya Angelou

The new law, signed by Iowa 
Gov. Kim Reynolds in March, also 
prohibits instruction related to gen-
der identity and sexual orientation.

By Matt Zalaznick

How an Iowa 
district used AI 
to ban 19 books 
from its libraries
Mason City schools has so 
far banned 19 books from its 
grade 7-12 libraries, with an ad-
ministrator saying that the size 
of its collection was too large 
for staff to read every title.

School libraries 
can stock only 

“age-appropriate 
materials,” which 
means books and 
other materials 
cannot contain 
“descriptions or 
visual depictions 

of a sex act.”

When it comes to school transportation and bus routing, 
failure to understand and maximize resources is leading to 
significant hidden costs for many schools and an increased 
strain on operations, says an experienced transportation 
professional.  

“Many schools and districts essentially still use pen and 
paper or office productivity software for bus routing and 
logistics because that’s what they know and how they’ve 
always done it,” says Michael Howes, a data management 
specialist for Healey Bus in Lynn, Massachusetts. “They don’t 
realize the potential to streamline, automate and dramatically 
improve efficiency by using web-based applications designed 
specifically for school transportation.”  

Imagine tools that reduce thousands of miles traveled 
a year or that free up thousands of staff hours so they can 
focus on more critical tasks. 

Enter: Transfinder technology and hardware.    

The right tools make the difference  

Howes has 12-plus years’ experience in school 
transportation, as a bus driver and a transportation director 
and manager for multiple school districts before joining 
Healey Bus, a contractor that services many area districts.  

In his work with so many school systems, Howes says the 
use of Transfinder’s transportation applications is critical to 
success. Transfinder provides intelligent routing, scheduling 
and fleet maintenance solutions that optimize school 
transportation logistics.  

“We use Transfinder for everything from reporting to 
forms, building bus routes and much more,” Howes says. 
“The Routefinder PLUS solution is particularly useful for 
reducing hidden costs by building more efficient bus routes. 
For example, for one of our client school districts, I used 
Routefinder PLUS to reduce their bus routes by about 20 
miles per day. That added up to thousands of miles annually, 
saving the district thousands of dollars in annual fuel costs. 

To do that without 
the software would be next to impossible.”  

The industry has noticed. Transfinder’s solutions, 
including Routefinder PLUS, driver app Wayfinder, parent 
app Stopfinder and fleet and asset management tool 
Servicefinder and its tablets and card readers just won the 
2023 STN Innovation Choice Awards for both Best Software 
and Hardware.  

Automating administrative tasks 

The automation of administrative tasks makes a 
significant difference. “Routefinder PLUS includes a 
powerful reporting tool and database, which we use to 
automate the bus driver’s license renewal process. It 
automatically alerts us when any driver documentation will 
be expiring within the next 30 days, which is very important 
for compliance. Any regular task that you can automate 
can potentially save thousands of hours of work in a school 
year.” 

Howes believes using the Transfinder technology 
platform is becoming more important. “Many transportation 
costs continue to increase exponentially, driver shortages 
are becoming more of a problem, and the regulatory 
environment is becoming more complex,” he says. “After 
working with many different school systems, it’s clear that 
many district leaders don’t realize what their transportation 
is costing them, and how much time and money could be 
saved. You can offset the costs of investing in the software 
by improving efficiency.”  

Ensuring student safety 

But it’s about more than efficiency and savings. Howes 
highlights safety and how using tools like Routefinder PLUS 
ensures bus routes are as safe as possible.  

“The safety of students is of paramount importance to 
everyone,” he says. “What many district leaders may not 
realize is that by improving the efficiency of bus routes with 
the platform, you can also improve safety by reducing ride 
times for students, getting them to school and home more 
quickly, and ensuring bus stops are always made on the 
safe side of the road.” 

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

“Many district leaders don’t realize what their trans-

portation is costing them, and how much time and 

money could be saved.”

SPONSORED CONTENT

Learn ways to maximize efficiency while increasing safety 

The secret to finding and eliminating 
hidden costs in school transportation 
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BEYOND BEYOND the newsthe news

Alternative student transportation ensures 
equal access to education
Small-capacity vehicles like sedans, SUVs, and minivans complement school buses by:

Learn more at everdriven.com

Supplementing existing bus routes

Safely navigating challenging terrains to reach students 
in remote areas

Providing a customizable mode of transport that 
can accommodate children with special needs 

Supporting McKinney-Vento students and foster 
youth who may require di�erent pick-up and/or 
drop-o� points daily

An increasingly popular shared cal-
endar app called Saturn purports to 
help high school students organize 
their busy academic, extracurricular 
and social lives. But a growing cho-
rus of school districts is now urgently 

warning parents that the app may 
put personal information at risk.

On Apple’s App Store, Saturn 
Technologies tells users that its 
free product—which supports only 
9th-12th-grade students—is “the first 
calendar built around your classes, 
clubs, teams and friends’ schedules.”

“Saturn helps you manage your 
time so you can spend it doing things 
you love with the people who mat-
ter most,” Saturn Technologies Inc., 
declares on the App Store. “See what 
friends are doing in real time, chat 
with them, organize events, and 
share schedules all in one place.”

But a wave of school districts has 
issued warnings recently, telling par-
ents that anyone else who uses the 
app can see the photos of class sched-
ules that students upload. Those pho-
tos can expose students’ names and 
grade levels to the public.

“This app is VERY concerning, as 

it is a scheduling app that allows a 
student to upload their class sched-
ule, and it tells other users who is 
in the student’s class,” Santa Rosa 
County District Schools in Florida 
posted on its Facebook page.

Students log in using cell phone 
numbers, Snapchat accounts or 
student email addresses and can 
join any school on the network, the 
district says. “Kids can then friend 
each other, but there is no guarantee 
that the student sending the friend 
request is actually a student,” Santa 
Rosa County says. “There are many, 
many other features on this app that 
have the potential to expose children 
to unsafe situations while online.”

West Baton Rouge Schools in 
Louisiana warned the Saturn app 
lacks security features that would 
protect high school students from 
predators, cyberbullying and inap-
propriate content. “If your child 

What does the 
Saturn app do 
and why are 
schools warning 
against it?
“There are many features on 
this app that have the potential 
to expose children to unsafe 
situations online,” Florida 
district leaders warn.

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/saturn-hs-social-calendar/id1454483188
https://www.facebook.com/santarosacountydistrictschools/posts/pfbid02MpJTu5u7qhuvfyvC7twpi49jariXfrpSqhsEBPkm4JBxxQsVtBs98ss2D7y52qyWl
https://www.facebook.com/wbr.schools/posts/pfbid02cyYyRXdYJi9i6avEWrUaxAiM6CtNjQAjk28nx9kok6mrULL9UPakTFr8wtJ8CCqxl
www.everdriven.com
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installed the Saturn App on their 
iPhone, you may want to delete it,” 
the district advises on Facebook.

Administrators in Bay District 
Schools, also in Florida, simply 
called Saturn “dangerous” and sent 
out mass calls, emails and texts 
alerting parents to talk to their chil-
dren about uploading personal infor-
mation to the app. “This setup is ripe 
for misuse by those with bad inten-
tions,” Bay District Schools posted on 
Facebook. “We plan to do a deep dive 
into this app ASAP but wanted you 
to know today that it’s out there and 
is dangerous. We are taking all of the 
steps necessary to ensure this app is 
blocked on our network and devices 
but need all parents/guardians to do 
the same as soon as possible.”

Mobile County Public Schools in 
Alabama suggested parents learn 
more about the app’s vulnerabilities.

By Matt Zalaznick

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

https://www.facebook.com/BayDistSchools/posts/pfbid0ahjfr8ZjCF5KfSXg6rzhka3joeXnGEfEyYcVnm9TfbHHuBPU3KDQrrTcPaPMce4Fl
https://www.facebook.com/MobileCountyPublicSchools/posts/pfbid02dpoh4w1u11LnybgYZnp33so18Rc7FicXdF2X8oRaVfv8XYZdi1ViNinatAnMrvmjl
https://www.facebook.com/MobileCountyPublicSchools/posts/pfbid02dpoh4w1u11LnybgYZnp33so18Rc7FicXdF2X8oRaVfv8XYZdi1ViNinatAnMrvmjl
www.daleadershipinstitute.com
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Advertorial

FlexPoint™ is a trademark of Florida Virtual School.

OKLAHOMA DISTRICT’S RIGOROUS BLENDED 
LEARNING PROGRAM GROWS EXPONENTIALLY 

Union Virtual Learning Academy has been successfully meeting student needs for over 
10 years, through its partnership with FlexPoint 

 For more than 10 years, Oklahoma’s 
Union Public Schools District has relied 
on FlexPoint to provide the right mix of 
online and face to-face instruction for 
Union Virtual Learning Academy (UVLA), 
the district’s blended learning option for 
over 800 students in grades 10-12. 

Engaging with students  
It all started in 2012 when Union Public 
Schools district leaders were looking for 
an innovative way to engage students 
and meet them where they were. At 
the time, students were starting to 
take advantage of online resources to 
search for information, entertainment, 
and to socialize with friends. With all of 
that in mind, district leaders knew they 
wanted to have virtual components to 
evolve with the way their students were 
experiencing the world. Before deciding 
which learning model worked best 
for their students, district leadership 
attended an online learning leadership 
event hosted by FlexPoint. At the event, 
they heard from other school and 
district leaders from across the nation 
about the successes and challenges 
they experienced with their online, 
blended, or hybrid programs.  

Complementary learning model  
After discussing best practices with 
other online learning leaders, UVLA 
decided the best learning model for 
their students was blended learning 
because it combined the best of both 
worlds—comprehensive digital courses 
and face-to-face instruction. That way, 
students supplemented what they were 
doing in the classroom with online 
courses, while teachers continued to do 
what they do best: help their students 
achieve success.   
 Once UVLA decided on a blended 
learning program, their next step was 
deciding which curriculum provider 

would be the best fit 
for their school. After 
doing research on 
different providers, 
FlexPoint really stood 
out to them.   

Rigorous, standards-
aligned curriculum 
“Not only was 
FlexPoint’s curriculum 
aligned to our state 
standards, but it was 
also the most engaging 
and interactive, while 
still being rigorous and 
preparing students for 
college and beyond,” 
said Gart Morris, 
Executive Director of Instructional 
Technology with Union Public Schools. 
“My three children all took online 
classes in their junior and senior years 
of high school, and when they went to 
college, they received A’s because of 
the level of rigor they experienced with 
the FlexPoint courses.”   
 UVLA also found that the support 
they received from the FlexPoint team 
was what they needed to achieve 
success. “Launching a new program 
can be a little nerve racking,” said 
Todd Borland, Executive Director of 
Information Technology at Union 
Public Schools. “But, with FlexPoint, 
we’ve always been able to call or email 
someone with questions about issues 
we’re experiencing, and we hear back 
quickly. They also consistently email us 
about course updates and new features, 
so that we can continue to innovate for 
our students.” 

Success and significant growth 
After 10 years of successfully teaching 
students in a blended learning 
environment, the leadership of UVLA 

is most proud of the longevity of the 
program and how it has grown over the 
years, as well as how all the teachers, 
staff, and students wholeheartedly 
embraced this new learning opportunity.   
 On average, UVLA receives 1,100 
full-year course enrollments per year, 
and since launching, has averaged 
800 students each year. To highlight 
how much the program has grown, 
they started with close to 75 students 
enrolled the year the program launched. 
 Additionally, in the 2021-22 school 
year, 50% of all seniors in the district 
took at least one blended course, with 
the passing rate for all blended learning 
courses never falling below 93%. “My 
mantra has always been to help teachers 
and students be more efficient,” said 
Morris. “By partnering with FlexPoint, 
we’ve been able to do just that due to 
the team’s support and high-quality 
curriculum.”  

To learn more, go to FlexPointEducation.com 

AS SEEN IN DISTRICT ADMINISTRATION
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OKLAHOMA DISTRICT’S RIGOROUS BLENDED 
LEARNING PROGRAM GROWS EXPONENTIALLY 

Union Virtual Learning Academy has been successfully meeting student needs for over 
10 years, through its partnership with FlexPoint 

 For more than 10 years, Oklahoma’s 
Union Public Schools District has relied 
on FlexPoint to provide the right mix of 
online and face to-face instruction for 
Union Virtual Learning Academy (UVLA), 
the district’s blended learning option for 
over 800 students in grades 10-12. 

Engaging with students  
It all started in 2012 when Union Public 
Schools district leaders were looking for 
an innovative way to engage students 
and meet them where they were. At 
the time, students were starting to 
take advantage of online resources to 
search for information, entertainment, 
and to socialize with friends. With all of 
that in mind, district leaders knew they 
wanted to have virtual components to 
evolve with the way their students were 
experiencing the world. Before deciding 
which learning model worked best 
for their students, district leadership 
attended an online learning leadership 
event hosted by FlexPoint. At the event, 
they heard from other school and 
district leaders from across the nation 
about the successes and challenges 
they experienced with their online, 
blended, or hybrid programs.  

Complementary learning model  
After discussing best practices with 
other online learning leaders, UVLA 
decided the best learning model for 
their students was blended learning 
because it combined the best of both 
worlds—comprehensive digital courses 
and face-to-face instruction. That way, 
students supplemented what they were 
doing in the classroom with online 
courses, while teachers continued to do 
what they do best: help their students 
achieve success.   
 Once UVLA decided on a blended 
learning program, their next step was 
deciding which curriculum provider 

would be the best fit 
for their school. After 
doing research on 
different providers, 
FlexPoint really stood 
out to them.   

Rigorous, standards-
aligned curriculum 
“Not only was 
FlexPoint’s curriculum 
aligned to our state 
standards, but it was 
also the most engaging 
and interactive, while 
still being rigorous and 
preparing students for 
college and beyond,” 
said Gart Morris, 
Executive Director of Instructional 
Technology with Union Public Schools. 
“My three children all took online 
classes in their junior and senior years 
of high school, and when they went to 
college, they received A’s because of 
the level of rigor they experienced with 
the FlexPoint courses.”   
 UVLA also found that the support 
they received from the FlexPoint team 
was what they needed to achieve 
success. “Launching a new program 
can be a little nerve racking,” said 
Todd Borland, Executive Director of 
Information Technology at Union 
Public Schools. “But, with FlexPoint, 
we’ve always been able to call or email 
someone with questions about issues 
we’re experiencing, and we hear back 
quickly. They also consistently email us 
about course updates and new features, 
so that we can continue to innovate for 
our students.” 

Success and significant growth 
After 10 years of successfully teaching 
students in a blended learning 
environment, the leadership of UVLA 

is most proud of the longevity of the 
program and how it has grown over the 
years, as well as how all the teachers, 
staff, and students wholeheartedly 
embraced this new learning opportunity.   
 On average, UVLA receives 1,100 
full-year course enrollments per year, 
and since launching, has averaged 
800 students each year. To highlight 
how much the program has grown, 
they started with close to 75 students 
enrolled the year the program launched. 
 Additionally, in the 2021-22 school 
year, 50% of all seniors in the district 
took at least one blended course, with 
the passing rate for all blended learning 
courses never falling below 93%. “My 
mantra has always been to help teachers 
and students be more efficient,” said 
Morris. “By partnering with FlexPoint, 
we’ve been able to do just that due to 
the team’s support and high-quality 
curriculum.”  

To learn more, go to FlexPointEducation.com 

AS SEEN IN DISTRICT ADMINISTRATION
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BEYOND BEYOND the newsthe news

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 
maintaining a full school bus fleet.

Chatham County 
School District, GA
As of July 12, the Savannah- 
Chatham County Public School Sys-
tem had only 154 official bus drivers, 
compared to last year’s tally of 222. 
Even worse, in 2019, the district had 
328 drivers, Georgia Public Broad-
casting reports. Unfortunately, lead-
ers 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 out-
dated budget policies. Schools rely 
on supplemental help to operate 
transportation budgets, but the 
system was set in 2000. Without 
proper adjustments to funding to 

meet current transportation costs, 
schools in the district inevitably 
run into problems.

Ector County 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 
share of shortages. As a result, it’s 
promising drivers a competitive sal-
ary, benefits and other appreciative 
efforts, CBS 7 reports.

“We are very proud that we imple-
mented a pay increase for all of our 
employees across the board,” Associ-
ate Superintendent Anthony J. Sorola 
said. “A 3% raise classification.”

“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 Transporta-

tion Belinda Govich told News10 
regarding the district’s plans this 
past summer. “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 in July.

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 driving 
every day,” Govich explained. “Basi-
cally, 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

Looking for a 
ride to school
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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Building student pipelines 
between K12 and higher 
education is easier said 

than done, but worth the 
effort to create diverse 

student bodies.
BY ALCINO DONADEL K12 and higher education have long attempted to forge part-

nerships to make higher education attainable for more stu-
dents, especially those from under-resourced backgrounds. 

With the Supreme Court striking down affirmative action this past 
summer, blurring the line between both entities seems more criti-
cal than ever; colleges and universities need assurance the student 
bodies they are receiving are as diverse as they are prepared.

But building student pipelines between K12 and colleges is 
easier said than done. For one, creating partnerships can be 
extremely overwhelming: Consider the thousands of colleges 
and universities and the tens of thousands of K12 schools na-

tionwide.
“It’s really hard for us, as an independent 

public K12 school, to build a relationship with 
each college or university across America,” says 
Josh Garcia, Tacoma Public Schools (Wash.) su-
perintendent. “That’s what makes this work so 
complex. It’s all about partnership-aligned pipe-
lines, but you’ve got to plumb each one of those 
pipelines individually to some level.”

Blending K12
+ higher ed 

Josh Garcia
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Northern Los Angeles County school district seeing benefits from long-term partnership with Catapult Learning

Taking a holistic approach to professional development 
creates a culture of excellence

The school district, located in northern Los Angeles County, 
California, enrolls about 23,000 students from the cities of Palmdale, 
Lancaster, and the surrounding area, and includes eight traditional 
and three alternative high schools, an early college high school, a 
charter junior high academy, and an online education program, and 
offers a diversity of programs to prepare students for college and 
careers.    

A holistic approach to PD 

Seeking to mitigate high teacher turnover and establish a culture 
of leadership through high-quality professional development 
and coaching, in 2013, the district selected Catapult Learning to 
administer Core Instructional Model training followed by coaching 
for teachers and school-level coaches/instructional partners in seven 
schools.  

Catapult Learning takes a holistic approach to PD, offering a 
variety of resources to train educators in areas such as instructional 
excellence, classroom management, and positive leadership. 

Jessica Petersen is a former educator and the General Manager 
of Professional Development Services at Catapult Learning. “We 
provide our partner districts with PD across three modalities; 
in-person workshops, job-embedded coaching, and PDNow, our 
new asynchronous training platform, which provides just-in-time 
support.” 

Creating a culture of excellence 

“The leadership had a vision to bring consistency to teaching 
across the district, and to get everyone excited about adopting 
a teaching framework that would create optimal learning 
environments that drive academic achievement,” Petersen continues.  

Over the next 10 years, nearly 900 of the district’s teachers 
participated in this training. In 2023, the superintendent mandated 
that Catapult Learning’s Core Instructional Model serve as the 
district’s instructional framework. By the start of the 2023-24 school  
year, 12 out of the district’s 13 schools will have completed this 
training, creating a district-wide culture of instructional excellence

Taking steps to improve equity 

The district’s leadership also requested help from Catapult with 
instilling a culture of equity, diversity, and inclusion. During the 
2022-23 school year, it partnered with Catapult to expand the scope 
and implementation of the district’s equity efforts with its newly 
created position of Director of Equity.  

“While the partnership started with the core instructional 
framework, our collaborative work with the district has also 
expanded into other key areas that are vital to the district’s success, 
including equitable practices,” Petersen says.  

Catapult delivered ongoing support, coaching, and assistance 
as the new Director of Equity developed a district-wide equity 
initiative. Catapult’s experts in equity and inclusion emboldened 
and encouraged district leadership as well as “Equity Champions” 
who were placed strategically throughout the district.  

According to a district representative, Catapult’s PD specialist 
“embodied and modeled the district’s mission to provide an 
equitable environment for every student, parent, staff, and 
community member.” Catapult’s support of the district’s equity 
efforts will continue over the next two school years. 

One of the keys to success 

“Schools and districts around the country are grappling with 
finding ways to meet the unique needs of teachers and students 
simultaneously, both academically and with their overall wellbeing,” 
Petersen says. “Many teachers are being asked to do more today, 
and often with less training and support.” 

“PD has a significant impact on teacher retention,” she continues. 
“As a result, district leaders and administrators are being more 
intentional and thoughtful about the way they approach PD and 
coaching partnerships, because they understand that the right 
partnerships will empower their teachers to be successful.”  

To learn more, go to catapultlearning.com/pd

https://catapultlearning.com/pd
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And pipelines are only as good as the effort that 
goes into them. If there is no active intention be-
hind them, they are destined to wilt.

“In some of my research, I’ll sometimes talk to 
leaders in other districts outside of Maryland who 
will say, ‘Well, we had a university partnership, 
but it just sort of fizzled out because we just didn’t 
feel like the university was preparing our students 
for what we need,’” says Christine Neumerski, 
faculty specialist at the University of Maryland (UMD) and 
associate director for its doctoral program in school sys-
tem leadership.

However, educators in Maryland, California and Wash-
ington are leveraging several strategies to close the delta 
between K12 and higher education as the need for equi-
table student outcomes reaches its crescendo.

Formalized agreements create stronger K12 
partnerships
The key to creating a diverse array of K12-higher educa-
tion pipelines is a solid legal framework, says Garcia, who 
has been Tacoma’s superintendent since 2021. “That for-
malized agreement is really important to build trust and 
credibility with the students we’re trying to serve,” he says. 
“This is not just a ‘wink, wink.’ This is an actual, legiti-
mized partnership.”

Tacoma shares a guaranteed admissions program with 
the University of Washington, Tacoma, which partners 
with its guidance counselors to clarify admissions require-
ments and provides community resources that students 

Blending K12 + higher ed = improved student equity

can use to ensure their success. Additionally, the 
University of Puget Sound has committed to grant 
30 Tacoma district students a financial aid package 
that meets their total demonstrated financial need.

“If you’re going to create generational impact, 
it’s going to take 10 to 12 years,” Garcia says. “That 
can’t be dependent on a new leader’s vision; rather, 
it takes a sustained community vision. That’s why 
those formalized partnerships are so critical. It’s 

not just higher ed or K12 or leadership changes, but the 
promise has to sustain itself despite leadership changes.”

Outside of ensuring the success of Tacoma students, 
Garcia recognizes that binding legal frameworks must be 
broad enough to be replicated. This way, higher education 
institutions can easily partner with more districts. For ex-
ample, the University of Washington, Tacoma’s guaran-
teed admissions program extends to 10 other districts.

Garcia’s focus on formalized agreements that are replica-
ble and grounded in long-term change seems to be working. 
In the 2021-22 academic year, nine out of 10 of Tacoma’s 
high school students graduated in four years, which is 8% 
higher than the Washington state average, according to data 
from the Washington Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction. And in the past nine years, its graduation rate 
increased by 23% for Black students, 33% for Hispanic 
students and 27% for low-income students. Along with Ta-
coma’s impressive graduation rates, more than 80% of its 
students have attained dual enrollment credits for higher 
education since the 2017-18 academic year, which applies 
to its Black, Hispanic and low-income students as well.

Christine 
Neumerski
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Community college pipelines
This year, the California State University (CSU) System 
unveiled a guaranteed admission program across its 23 
campuses, beginning with the class of 2023. It’s differ-
ent from Tacoma’s pathway in that first-time freshmen 
must start in the California Community College 
System, and it is specifically geared toward high 
school graduates whose personal or financial 
situation inhibited them from applying to a CSU 
institution directly.

In addition to offering under-resourced stu-
dents a secure stepladder to a major state univer-
sity, the Transfer Success Pathway provides them 
personalized support and resources from CSU, 
such as additional academic counseling and ac-
cess to a transfer planner to stay on track with what they 
need to accomplish.

“We are excited about the opportunity to work with 
them earlier in their journey,” said April Grommo, CSU’s 
assistant vice chancellor of Strategic Enrollment 
Management, according to Sacramento State. 
“The Transfer Success Pathway is the CSU’s 
promise and commitment to those who don’t 
take a direct route to a four-year degree, particu-
larly those who face academic, geographic, or fi-
nancial barriers.”

The University of California system may also 
be embarking on a similar mission. In March, UC 
introduced to stake lawmakers its mission to en-
roll one community college transfer for every two first-year 
undergraduates, EdSource reports.

Preparing the new generation 
of superintendents
The job of the K12 school district superintendency is 
mired in political, logistical and administrative challenges 

that can often strain and overwhelm. Just ask the state of 
Maryland: Last year, about a third of its superintendent 
positions were up for grabs.

The University of Maryland’s practice-based doctoral 
program provides its students with real-world experi-
ence to prepare them for the complex political environ-
ment and performance objectives that have continued to 
change since the pandemic. One of those challenges UMD 
is preparing the next wave of superintendents for is ensur-
ing success for the state’s changing student demographics.

“We pay attention to the needs of all learners in the 
state of Maryland, and more specifically, those students 
and populations of color, given that the research trends 
are showing us that the schools are becoming more heav-
ily populated with the students of color,” says Pamela 
Shetley, associate director of UMD’s Education in School 
System Leadership, “Our workforce is not equally catch-
ing up to that change.”

Thanks to UMD’s partnership with state school districts, 
its doctoral school leadership program challenges students 
in its capstone project to take on a district’s real-time wicked 
problem that they’ve identified, diagnose its root causes and 

alleviate it under the guidance of the program.
While students are already experienced Mary-

land K12 educators and administrators, they re-
ceive a state-approved superintendent certification 
upon program completion.

“Our goal is to build a pipeline of system-level 
thinkers that are change agents that have a dispo-
sition for change, for equity, for students in a way 
that maybe hasn’t been as intentionally focused 
in other programs,” says Doug Anthony, the pro-

gram’s director.
One of the guideposts UMD’s program uses when teach-

ing instructional leadership is the Maryland Blueprint, an 
equity-based legislative framework that prioritizes college 

and career readiness. It also intends to raise state 
funding for education by $3.8 billion annually over 
10 years.

While the onus falls on the student-turned-su-
perintendent to effect relevant change in his or her 
school district, it’s up to administrators in higher 
education to help equip them with the tools. Some 
of these lessons may require reckoning with un-
comfortable truths.

“It takes courage at the university level to make 
sure that the curriculum, for instance, isn’t watered down 
or history isn’t erased when we talk about institutional bar-
riers within the context of an educational setting,” Anthony 
says. “Problems exist because there are problems before it, 
and there are institutional barriers that exist. Many things 
exist in school systems that the superintendent has to be 
willing to unpack if they’re going to make a difference.”   

Blending K12 + higher ed = improved student equity

Pamela Shetley

Doug Anthony
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When a student misses a day of school, they've 
missed out on an entire day of learning. Dis-
trict leaders learned the importance of at-

tendance and how it impacts academic achievement the 
hard way during the pandemic. And, it continues to be 
a problem in some of the larger districts in the country.  
But this school year is going to be different, declare these 
three superintendents.

As the 2023-24 academic year gets underway, leaders 
are taking the time to communicate what they want to 
achieve for their communities. Across the nation, super-
intendents are set to tackle a variety of issues specific 
to their districts, including mental health, student dis-
cipline and other complexities. At the nation's second-
largest district in the country, Los Angeles Unified, Su-
perintendent Alberto Carvalho has made it his personal 
mission to boost student attendance.

LAUSD
Carvalho took some time last week to stop by the homes of 
students across the district and encourage them to consis-
tently attend class as part of his annual iAttend campaign 
in hopes of boosting average daily attendance by 5%.

"We had two days of iAttend this year," he told ABC 
7. "We have about three additional days over the next 
weeks and months. It's critically important.

"A year and a half ago when I first arrived here, chronic 
absenteeism was about 50%," he added. "That means 50% 
of our kids were absent from school 10 or more days."

The district's Chief Medical Director Dr. Smita Mal-
hotra also issued a statement on the district's website 
directed to students' families advising them to prioritize 
their child's learning over minor illnesses.

"It is not practical for working parents to keep chil-
dren home from school for every runny nose, nor is it in 

One of this year's top priorities: attendance 
These three superintendents talk about tackling chronic absenteeism that continues to 
linger long after the pandemic. But they can't do it alone. 

BY MICAH WARD
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the best interest of children to continue to miss school 
after pandemic school closures," she wrote. "If your 
child has a mild runny nose or cold symptoms that are 
not bothering them, and they test negative for COVID-
19, send them to school. Your child can wear a mask at 
school when they have these mild symptoms."

Fort Worth ISD
Over the years, students at Fort Worth ISD have been 
struggling to meet expectations academically, particu-
larly in reading, as many students are English learners, 
NBC 5 Dallas Fort Worth reports. So keeping students in 
the classroom is essential, according to Superintendent 
Angélica Ramsey.

"A sense of urgency we have, but we also are going to do 
it with joy," she told NBC 5. "We need to make sure that our 
schools are places where children want to come to increase 
our attendance rates, right? Not because of dollars, but be-
cause if you're not in your seat, you're not learning."

Last year, the district saw a 25% improvement in the 
number of chronically absent students, the Fort Worth 
Star-Telegram reports. However, absenteeism rates are 
still "atrocious", she told the Star-Telegram earlier this year.

"It's very difficult to get parents and students to 
understand you have to come to school five days [a 
week]," she said.

Howard County
Howard County Public Schools in Michigan will be open-
ing its doors to its nearly 60,000 students come August 
28. As such, Superintendent Michael Martirano hopes to 
see every seat filled on the first day and beyond.

"I am really focused this year on attendance and 
making sure all of our students are in school ready to 
learn, and I need the assistance from our parents," he 
told CBS News.

He said leveraging student data has been crucial to 
helping him understand how serious the issue is and 
how to solve it.

"I always look at our data to make decisions. I am 
extremely data-driven; I am a math and science teacher 
and I look at the evidentiary-based work we are doing 
and in the last several years we have seen a regression in 
students showing up to our schools," he said.  

"We need to make sure our schools 
are places where children want to 
come, because if you're not in your 

seat, you're not learning."
—SUPERINTENDENT ANGÉLICA RAMSEY, FORT WORTH ISD
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The pandemic created a greater dependence on 
edtech tools among educators and students than 
we've ever seen before. Sure, there were headaches 

and resistance from students and teachers alike who 
felt forced to adapt to these new technologies. However, 
edtech is here to stay, and it's evolving.

Time and time again in previous interviews with 
District Administration, K12 technology experts tell 
us that they depend on edtech tools to support and en-
hance learning without replacing the role of the class-
room teacher. And that's exactly what teachers and ad-
ministrators now recognize, according to a recent report 
from learning edtech company Clever.

The researchers surveyed 1,500 teachers and ad-
ministrators to gain a better understanding of the latest 
trends surrounding edtech use in schools while also cap-
turing their thoughts and feelings toward certain tools. 

The findings may serve as a blueprint for administrators 
looking to modernize their classrooms in 2023 and be-
yond. Here are the five most impactful trends shaping 
K12 education and technology that you need to know.

1 Teachers and administrators cherish edtech 
Despite initial resistance against edtech during the 

pandemic, such technology continues to play an integral 
role in classroom instruction. For instance, 65% of ad-
ministrators report an increase in the number of edtech 
tools being leveraged in their district.

“What started as a solution for virtual learning has 
become an indispensable element of classroom instruc-
tion,” the report reads. “As the use of edtech continues to 
rise, these tools are playing an evergreen role in shaping 
teaching and learning.”

Additionally, nearly 90% of administrators report 

5 edtech trends that will  
modernize your classrooms
Clever's recent "Classroom of the Future Report" identifies the most 
dominant factors shaping K12 education this school year.

BY MICAH WARD
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“sustained or more positive” attitudes among students 
toward edtech over the past year. And according to 
teachers, gamified applications emerged as the top tool 
for student engagement.

2Artificial intelligence 
Similar to the previous finding, there was substantial 

pushback from educators against AI as they considered 
whether such technology has a place in the classroom. 
But despite fears surrounding academic dishonesty and 
plagiarism, the consensus is that AI will have a signifi-
cant impact on K12 education.

Seventy-eight percent of administrators said ChatGPT 
will have a moderate or significant impact on teaching 
and learning compared to 89% of teachers. Most notably, 
administrators (77%) are more familiar with the tool 
than teachers (40%). As such, administrators (41%) say 
they're less worried about AI's impact on K12 education 
than teachers (55%).

3Barriers to AI adoption 
Although administrators and educators 

have recognized AI's impact on education, 
districts have been slow to welcome the 
technology in their schools.

The vast majority of administrators 
have yet to offer any sort of AI-related 
training for teachers. For instance, 89% 
of districts aren't offering professional 
development and 96% of teachers haven't 
received any training.

Similarly, edtech vendors are approach-
ing the adoption of such technology with 
caution while 39% of vendors say AI is 
shaping their product roadmap.

“We are taking a careful approach to 
classroom AI, with student safety being 
the priority,” said Tommy Day, senior product manager 
at Khan Academy, in the report. “Thoughtful integration 
requires guardrails to minimize risks and maintain trust—
core to our brand as we explore new technologies like AI.”

4Leveraging edtech to reduce workloads 
The findings point to an increased potential in 

edtech to reduce burnout and provide teachers with time 
to focus on their primary task: student learning.

Sixty-eight percent of teachers believe that edtech makes 
them more efficient. Furthermore, 74% of administrators 

think this is what drives edtech use among educators.
“Teachers and administrators largely agree that edtech 

has significantly streamlined their work and made their 
jobs more manageable, allowing them to focus on what's 
most impactful—learning in the classroom,” the report 
reads. “This supports existing data demonstrating that 
edtech has the potential to increase what teachers are able 
to accomplish with their students.”

5Supporting diverse learners 
Both teachers and administrators understand the 

need to support students with IEPs or 504 plans through 
edtech. However, there's concern among both groups 
surrounding their ability to do so.

For instance, 70% of teachers and 51% of administra-
tors said they want more edtech support for diverse learn-
ers. Additionally, 56% of teachers and 59% of administra-
tors said they're more concerned about the availability of 
products that can adequately support such students.

Similarly, respondents reported a growing need for 
accessible and personalized education. Edtech tools that 
promote self-paced and skill-based learning are among 
the most valued among educators for their ability to en-
hance student learning experiences.

“Teachers are the pilots of the classroom,” said Matthew 
Feldmann, VP of product at MIND Research Institute in 
the report. “Right now, we're asking them to both build the 
plane and fly it—an immense task. Our job is to make their 
lives easier by co-designing and building the tools they 
want to help students learn more effectively.”  

Edtech tools that promote self-paced and skill-based learning are 
among the most valued among educators for their ability to enhance 

student learning experiences.
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In the realm of educational tech-
nology, a groundbreaking innova-
tion has emerged that promises 

to revolutionize the landscape of 
K12 education: generative artificial 
intelligence (AI). Unlike Alexa, Siri 
and recommendation engines, gen-
erative AI is a type of artificial intel-
ligence that excels at creating origi-
nal content, simulating human-like 
behavior, and generating unique 
responses to complex prompts.

Unlike these other AIs, which 
rely on predefined rules and data, 
generative AI leverages large data-
sets and neural networks to learn 
patterns and generate novel out-
put. One of the most noteworthy 
applications of generative AI is 
the use of language models, such 
as OpenAI’s ChatGPT, which have 
shown remarkable capabilities in 
generating text that is coherent, 
contextually relevant, and, in some 
cases, virtually indistinguishable 
from human writing.

The promise of generative AI 
for K12 classrooms
In schools, generative AI has the 
ability to profoundly impact early 
literacy and numeracy skills among 
other opportunities. AI-powered 
interactive learning platforms can 
personalize lessons, adapt content 
based on individual student needs, 
and provide real-time feedback. By 
engaging in interactive AI-driven 
activities, young learners can 
foster creativity, critical thinking 
and communication skills while 
developing a love for learning. Fur-
thermore, generative AI already of-
fers virtual tutors that can support 

A transformative journey
Embracing the power of generative AI in K12 education

BY PETE JUST

struggling students by providing 
additional practice, explanations 
and remediation.

These AI-driven tutors can 
complement the efforts of teach-
ers and help ensure that each child 
receives the attention they need to 
thrive academically. For students 
in higher grades, Generative AI can 
serve as a valuable aid in research 
and project work. By accessing 
vast repositories of information 
and generating relevant content, 
AI can support students in crafting 
well-informed essays, reports, and 
presentations. 

Addressing concerns
With the advent of generative AI, 
some concerns should arise about 
its potential misuse or students’ 
dependency on technology. It is es-
sential to strike a balance between 
AI integration and maintaining 
a human-centered approach to 
learning.

Generative AI should comple-
ment the teacher-student relation-
ship, not replace it. Transparency 
in the use of AI and ethical consid-
erations must also be emphasized 
and taught with standards put in 
place for appropriate use and cita-
tion. Students should be taught that 
when they are interacting with AI 
systems, transparency of the AI use 
is critical and data privacy must be 
safeguarded at all times.

Technology leaders can pave 
the way for student data privacy by 
reviewing terms of use and details 
about the capture of PII and pro-
viding recommendations prior to 
any adoption.

Leading and protecting
As educational technology leaders, 
it is our responsibility to explore 
the potential of generative AI, har-
ness its benefits and navigate the 
challenges it poses. By doing so, we 
can help to equip the next genera-
tion with the skills, knowledge, and 
creativity they need to thrive in an 
increasingly AI-driven world.

Educational institutions must en-
sure that any data shared with AI plat-
forms are anonymized and stripped of 
any personally identifiable informa-
tion. Clear agreements should be in 
place to protect student data from un-
authorized access, use, or sharing.

It is also essential to obtain in-
formed consent from parents or 
guardians. Transparently communi-
cating the purpose and scope of AI 
integration will foster trust within 
the school community. Prioritizing 
data security, transparency, and 
ethical considerations will ensure 
that student data privacy remains 
protected, and the integration of AI 
enhances, rather than compromises, 
the educational journey.

Embracing generative AI in K12 
education represents a transforma-
tional journey that promises to enrich 
the learning experiences of our stu-
dents. By harnessing the power of AI, 
we can create dynamic, adaptive, and 
personalized educational environ-
ments that cater to the diverse needs 
and interests of every learner.  

Pete Just, 
CETL, serves as 
the executive 
director, Indiana 
CTO Council. He 
served as CTO 
& COO MSD of 

Wayne for over two decades. He 
is past chair of CoSN, leads the 
Indiana DOE Cyber Security Task 
Force and is CoSN’s SME on 
Generative AI. 
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Our messaging to 
parents was that we 

would hold our students 
accountable; however, 

this meant that we 
wanted them to hold us 

accountable.

Michael Meechin 
is an award-
winning principal, 
selected as the 
2019 State of 
Florida Innovative 

Principal of the Year and 2021 
School District of Osceola County 
Principal of the Year, and led one 
of the highest-performing public 
schools in the state of Florida. 

Meechin is the Florida state 
director for the National Center 
on Education and the Economy. 
He speaks, writes, and advocates 
for school culture transformation, 
effective school leadership, and 
high-impact instruction.

Meechin is a proud product 
of diverse public educational 
systems. He has spent most of his 
career working with underserved 
populations and at-risk schools. 
He is a fellow on the Florida 
Department of Education’s 
Commissioner Leadership 
Academy and teaches at the 
School of Teacher Education at 
the University of Central Florida.

This is the year. This is the 
year we stop the excuses. The 
start of a new school year is a 

great time to align who you want to 
be… as a school. What is the cultural 
DNA that runs through every system 
in your building? I encourage you to 
take a stand this year. Begin to build 
a culture of no excuses. In our pro-
fession, we accept too many excuses. 
When I took over as the leader of 
one of the lowest-performing high 
schools in Central Florida, I was 
tired of allowing our school to accept 
excuses. So we stopped. Here’s how.

We were transparent with every 
stakeholder that we were going to 
stop making excuses and we, as a 
school community, would stop ac-
cepting them. On day one, I started 
with my staff coming back from sum-
mer break. I listed every excuse that 
had been thrown our way—and said, 
“No more.” It did not matter what 
the circumstances were; they were 
our circumstances. We were going to 
move forward and overcome them. 
Each barrier we would disassemble 
as a team. This had never been spo-
ken out loud in our building. I could 
see the spark that would ignite our 
culture of no excuses.

Next up: our students. At the 
time, we had barriers in the big 
three: academics, attendance and 
behaviors. So we stopped accepting 
excuses in all three phases. With 
academics, we set goals with our 
collective student body that we were 
going to push them to their aca-
demic limits—and support them as 

stopped accepting excuses. We shared 
with them our commitment to bring 
purpose to our school, to the learning, 
to our community. They slowly began 
to understand—no excuses.

For behaviors, we needed to back 
our teachers up and ensure that 
we provided restorative practices 
that would return students to the 
learning, but also discourage poor 
behaviors. We worked with our staff 
to build engaging lessons with little 
downtime. We also had a conversa-
tion with every student when they 
came to the dean’s office— and we 
accepted no excuses.

Our messaging to parents was that 
we would hold our students account-
able; however, this meant that we 
wanted them to hold us accountable. 
Our school community began to un-
derstand that this was a partnership. 
When we asked for parents to attend 
our PTSO, or our school advisory 
council, or our college informa-
tion nights, we expected them to be 
there—no excuses.

You would be surprised how, when 
people say it enough, they begin to 
believe it.

I would encourage you to choose 
right now to begin building your 
own culture of no excuses in your 
school or district. Set the tone for 
an incredible school year. The work 
we have ahead of us is urgent. Now 
go do it—no excuses!  

Building a culture of 
no excuses
The mind of a school leader can be a busy place. 
So, let me offer some advice.

BY MICHAEL MEECHIN

much as we could along the way. Our 
promise as a school is that we would 
eliminate busy work and only ask 
them to engage in lessons and learn-
ing that was purposeful—no excuses.

Our students with attendance is-
sues we went after. We knocked on 
doors, we had our call-out system give 
them wake-up calls if they could not 
get to school on time—we stopped 
accepting excuses. From parents who 
brought their students in late—we 
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