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The Future of Education Technology 
Conference (FETC) has always been a 
platform for educators, technologists and 
industry experts to come together and explore the 
latest advancements in education technology. But the 2024 edition prom-
ises to reach new heights. Back in Orlando after being in New Orleans 
in 2023, the conference continues to grow and bring fresh content to its 
growing audience.

As in previous years, the conference will showcase groundbreaking 
exhibits by leading edtech companies, from interactive learning platforms 
to adaptive assessment tools. But it’s not just about the technology—it’s 
about the impact it can have on K12 education. FETC 2024 will emphasize 
the significance of leveraging technology to enhance educational equity 
and inclusivity, bridge the gap between different socioeconomic back-
grounds, enable personalized learning experiences and empower educa-
tors to meet the wide range of needs of their students. This year will also 
include not only the Top EdTech Products Awards but the return of the 
Awards of Distinction, recognizing the top leaders from across the country 
in a number of categories.

FETC is also a wonderful opportunity for educators, administrators, 
policymakers and industry leaders to come together and network, exchange 
ideas and information, collaborate and—oh, yes—enjoy themselves. 

In this issue, you’ll find a feature about the conference as well as a 
“know before you go” guide to give you some helpful tips and insights 

about the event itself and the surround-
ing city’s attractions so you can make 

the most of your downtime. It’s the 
perfect way to kick off the new year 

feeling inspired, motivated and 
informed about the latest tools 
available to help transform the 
education experience for years 
to come.
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F I R S TF I R S T T A K E

“I feel like  
when you develop  

a culture where your people 
want to be—where your kids 
want to be, where your staff 

wants to come to work—that’s 
going to breed success.”

—PRINCIPAL NIKOL YOUNGBERG,  
FLOUR BLUFF PRIMARY &  

ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS, TEXAS

“Leadership,  
to me, is primarily about 
motivating others to do 
something new, move 
forward or reach their 

ultimate potential. It’s best 
cultivated in an environment 
of trust, support, and open 
communication between all 

stakeholders.”
—SUPERINTENDENT JOSH REITZ,  
MCHENRY SCHOOL DISTRICT 15,  

NORTHERN ILLINOIS
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Building a CTE space? 
Scan now to see  
our new vocational  
product assortment. 

Ready-to-ship inventory
Find the products you need, 
in stock and ready to ship.

Multi-phase project management
Work with experts who know how 
to manage large, complex projects.

Objective-driven space planning
Plan your spaces around your 
specific educational goals.

Purchasing compliance
Easily navigate your state’s ESSER 
purchasing requirements with our 
expert guidance.

Hassle-free installation
Tap into our network of reliable
installers for customized installation. 

Create spaces that support learning recovery
We’ll help turn your ESSER funds into engaging spaces

1-800-260-2776      |      www.SchoolOutfitters.com

At School Outfitters, our project experts 
are ready to help your school make the 
most of its ESSER funds.

We’ll work closely with you to outfit 
school spaces that address the unique 
needs of your students and staff. 

And with our ready-to-ship inventory, you 
can be sure your ESSER funds project  
will get done on time and on budget. 

What makes us different
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Conscious Discipline is an 
adult-first, brain-based practice 
that comprehensively 
transforms schools through 
self-regulation, school 
culture and wellness. 
  
Educators have trusted 
Conscious Discipline 
with their professional 
development for more 
than 25 years. 

 Begin your transformational journey. 

Contact Transformation@ConsciousDiscipline.com 

ConsciousDiscipline.com 

Our clients report that 
implementation yields:

45% fewer  
discipline referrals

100% increase in staff collegiality 
and positive school climate

30% increase in healthy social and emotional 
skillsets for both staff and students

20-50% increase in 
academic achievement

Our EVIDENCE-BASED 
ADULT-FIRST approach 
improves every facet of 
TEACHING & LEARNING

http://consciousdiscipline.com
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How has our understanding of 
social-emotional learning in schools 
evolved over time? 

In the past, most approaches 
to SEL focused on behavior 
modification, or essentially getting 
kids to behave in school, through 
fear-based systems of rewards 
and punishments. It was about 
controlling emotions and behavior, 
and getting obedience. It was 
usually considered completely 
separate from academics.  

But today, we have a much 
greater understanding of how 
students’ emotional state is 
foundational to learning, and how 
we should focus on giving them 
the tools to manage and regulate 
their emotions. It’s about taking a 
more holistic approach to the overall 
wellbeing of students. 

What does an “adult-first mindset” 
approach look like, and why is it 
important?  

Teachers and other adults 
model behaviors and emotions 
to their students. If a teacher or 
principal uses fear or threats of 
punishment, angrily barking at 
students about their behavior, 
they are demonstrating emotional 
dysregulation. This is exactly what 
they are telling students not to do. 
Students pick up on that because 
they learn by watching and through 
experience. 

That’s why Conscious Discipline 
uses an adult-first approach when 
working with schools and districts. 
It starts with teaching teachers 
evidence-based, trauma responsive 
self-regulation practices, so they 
can then teach and model them to 
students. We show teachers how to 

coach themselves and to recognize 
and regulate their own emotions, 
and we focus on building a 
community of teachers who support 
each other in this approach. The 
whole culture of a school changes as 
a result.  

How did the pandemic illuminate 
where changes to traditional 
behavioral interventions for 
students are needed? 

Human connection is a need 
that’s as important as food, water, 
and shelter. The pandemic took 
healthy connection away for many 
of us and our students, in addition 
to the many other hardships it 
inflicted. That had a huge impact 
on development and mental health. 
The pandemic also took away many 
choices and a sense of autonomy. 
Without an environment of choices, 
decisions, and free will, kids don’t 
learn impulse control. 

What we continue to see post-
pandemic is the impact of that 
isolation—a lack of impulse control, 
a loss of attention span, and a loss 
of social skills.  

One of the ways students develop 
those skills is through play, but 
opportunities for play are too often 
being sacrificed as we increase our 
focus on academics and “making 
up” for learning loss. But an 
increased focus on learning will 
not be successful until we increase 
the focus on social skill and self-
regulatory skill development. 

This shift in focus starts with 
administrators. It is essential to 
understand that students’ emotional 
state is foundational to their ability 
to learn, and that they will increase 
their gains in all areas when we 

take a more scientific approach 
to discipline and behavior. School 
leaders set the tone for teachers, 
who in turn, set the tone for 
students.  

What are some ways to 
communicate to teachers and 
parents the importance of 
prioritizing SEL, how the field has 
changed, and the reasons behind 
this approach? 

We understand much more about 
these issues today than in the past, 
when most parents and teachers 
attended school. Sometimes there 
can be a misconception that this 
is a “soft” approach to discipline 
because of the lack of fear-based 
tactics and traditional reward and 
punishment. But the reality is 
that this is a scientifically backed 
approach built on information we 
simply did not possess back then. 
And the improved outcomes in 
schools implementing high-quality 
approaches like Conscious Discipline 
show it to be much more effective. 
The impact extends well beyond 
improving academic achievement; 
these are skills that help kids 
succeed in life. That should interest 
any engaged teacher or parent.  

To learn more about Conscious Discipline, go to ConsciousDiscipline.com

Q&A with Jill Molli, Director of Development, Conscious Discipline 

Why social-emotional learning is foundational to 
learning—and the key to a healthy school culture 

Jill Molli
Director of Development,

Conscious Discipline

Sponsored Content

http://consciousdiscipline.com
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Add our Telematics Hardware for 
'One Partner, One Solution, No Headaches.'

Contact us for more information!

How was the recent school opening? Were you over-burdened, 
over-loaded, and over-stressed? 

Do you have staffing issues, parents constantly calling, and the administration 
wanting reports and answers? Do you need to find efficiencies with greater safety?

Transfinder has the tools to help you succeed and turn stress-full to stress-less!

Routing
& Planning

Student  & 
Parent Apps

Dashboards,
Reporting &
Analytics

Attendance & Driver 
Navigation Apps

Tablets Card Readers 
& Cards

http://transfinder.com
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Faced with rising costs and pressures to keep expenses 
down, many district leaders are looking for areas to improve 
efficiency, and that often includes busing and transportation. 
Taking a close look at bus routes and finding ways to make 
them more efficient can make a significant difference, but 
there are some important considerations to keep in mind. 
One being to consider bringing in experts from Transfinder’s 
Professional Services Team to help you execute the decisions 
below. 

Here are some key tasks to consider: 

Use the right tools. The complexity of bus routes requires 
software to make any improvements to efficiency, but your 
standard office productivity software is not up to the task. 
Unfortunately, there is still a small percentage of school 
districts using paper and pencil and physical maps to 
manually create bus routes. Using software specifically 
designed for school transportation is critical to efficiency.  

Prioritize communication and achieving buy-in. It is crucial 
to communicate with everyone in the community about the 
reasons behind any bus routing or transportation changes 
you may be planning, so that you achieve buy-in from all 
stakeholders involved—including parents, administrators, 
or bus drivers. If you don’t, you run the risk of any changes 
being walked back, because change is often met with 
resistance.  

For example, the transportation department could design 
more efficient bus routes that would enable a reduction in the 
number of routes overall. But the change may require some 
students to walk to a bus stop, or walk to school, when they 
didn’t have to before. If those parents are caught by surprise, 
there is probably going to be some negative feedback, and 

you may have to undo all that work. 
Keep everyone informed about any 
future changes and why they are in 
everyone’s best interest. 

Maximize “walk to stop” distances. 
Most school districts have some 
policies defining a safe walking 
distance to a bus stop, or what 
is a reasonable distance to ask 
students to walk to school, specific 
to grade level. But those policies 
are not always checked against the 
bus routes being used. Reconciling routes with those existing 
policies can help identify ways to reduce the number of stops 
or reduce the number of routes overall.

Once you’ve done that, try to design routes to pick up 
students beginning with those farthest away from the school, 
then work your way back towards the school, rather than vice 
versa. That minimizes the ride time for all students.

The more stops your buses make, the longer the routes take. 
And the more time your buses spend on the road, the more 
costly it is.

ABCD: Always be collecting data. What does efficiency mean 
to you? How will you know if it is being achieved or you are 
being successful? This could be defined as the number of 
routes, number of stops, average ride time, fuel consumption, 
or other data points. The key is having access to the right 
data, and a baseline to start with, so you can measure 
progress. Efficiency isn’t a single goal you accomplish and 
move on. It’s an ongoing process. Data is what enables you 
to measure and see the difference you’re making over time. 

Prioritize safety. In any effort to improve efficiency, remember 
that safety must be the top priority. There may be routes 
that are more efficient but are not as safe for students. For 
example, a new route might be more efficient, but could 
require students to cross a busy road to get to a bus stop. 
Efficiency is important, but the safety of students is what is 
most important. 

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

“The more stops your buses make, the longer the 

routes take. And the more time your buses spend on 

the road, the more costly it is.”

SPONSORED CONTENT

Andy Hamilton, 
Professional Services Consultant, 

Transfinder 

Looking to improve the efficiency of busing and 
transportation? Here are some key considerations 
to keep in mind

https://www.transfinder.com/routefinderplus/
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The Future of Education 
Technology 2024’s 7 
track offerings are a must 
for K12 decision-makers

BY LENNY SCHAD

In the ever-changing landscape of K12 education, decision-makers 
play a critical role in shaping the direction and success of their dis-
tricts. The Future of Education Technology Conference (FETC) 2024 

offers a comprehensive lineup of tracks designed specifically to meet the 
needs of these influential leaders. Here, we’ll delve into each track, high-
lighting their unique value propositions and how they empower K12 
decision-makers to unlock the full potential of their districts.

FETC2 0 2 4  A W A I T S



DistrictAdministration.com  November/December 2023 | 9

ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY: 
EMPOWERING INCLUSIVE LEARNING
The Assistive Technology track at FETC 2024 
focuses on harnessing the power of technology to 
support students with disabilities. Decision mak-
ers attending this track will explore the latest 
assistive technologies, gaining insights into tools 
and strategies that promote accessibility and 
empower all learners. By understanding how to 
effectively match technology solutions to student 
needs, decision-makers can foster a truly inclu-
sive learning environment, ensuring that every 
student has equal opportunities to succeed.

CAMPUS LEADER:  
TRANSFORMING EDUCATIONAL SPACES
As the driving force behind school sites, de-
cision-makers attending the Campus Leader 
track will acquire professional learning oppor-
tunities focused on managing schools, creat-
ing innovative learning spaces and embracing 
emerging technologies. This track equips lead-
ers with the knowledge and resources to make 
informed decisions regarding technology imple-
mentation. By leveraging these solutions, deci-
sion-makers can transform their campuses into 
vibrant hubs of educational excellence, prepar-
ing students for success in the digital age.

COACH:  
GUIDING INSTRUCTIONAL TRANSFORMA-
TION
The Coach track at FETC 2024 offers decision-
makers the chance to dive into proven coaching 
strategies, both in-person and within virtual 
learning environments. Decision-makers will 
be introduced to cutting-edge technologies that 
can enhance instructional practices. By sup-
porting instructional and educational technol-
ogy coaches, decision-makers empower their 
districts with the tools and guidance necessary 
to drive impactful instructional transformation.

DISTRICT ADMINISTRATOR:  
SHAPING THE FUTURE OF EDUCATION
In the District Administrator track, thought 
leaders share operational strategies and innova-
tive instructional practices. Decision-makers 
will gain insights into how districts nationwide 
are leveraging new technologies to revolution-
ize education. By actively participating in this 
track, decision-makers can identify practical 
solutions to address current challenges and 
shape the future of their districts. This invalu-
able knowledge will enable them to lead with 
confidence, guiding their districts toward edu-
cational excellence.

EDUCATOR:  
EMPOWERING TEACHING EXCELLENCE
The Educator track at FETC 2024 is designed 
to provide educators with skill training and 
professional learning opportunities focused 
on best practices for various teaching modali-
ties. Decision-makers attending this track will 
engage in sessions that reimagine modern 
curriculum and pedagogical strategies, high-
lighting the accelerated use of technology in-
tegrated with critical and creative thinking. By 
equipping educators with these essential skills, 
leaders foster student-centered, personalized 
learning models that prepare students for a 
rapidly evolving world.

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY:  
TRANSFORMING TECHNOLOGICAL INFRA-
STRUCTURE
The Information Technology track addresses 
the operational strategies and best practices es-
sential for those responsible for IT leadership. 
Cybersecurity, technical solutions and policy 
development take center stage in this track. At-
tendees to this track will stay ahead of the curve 
by exploring emerging technologies. By leverag-
ing these insights, decision-makers can opti-
mize their district’s technological infrastructure 
and ensure the secure and efficient operation of 
their IT systems.

LIBRARY MEDIA SPECIALIST:  
REVOLUTIONIZING LEARNING SPACES
The Library Media Specialist track empowers 
decision-makers to transform libraries into 
dynamic learning spaces. Decision-makers at-
tending this track will gain professional devel-
opment focused on best practices for collabo-
ration, personalization and creation through 
increased literacy and student-centered learn-
ing. By supporting and partnering with library 
media specialists, decision-makers can cultivate 
innovative installations, curate digital resources 
and introduce new and emerging technologies 
to revolutionize their districts’ library experi-
ences.

FETC 2024 presents an unparalleled op-
portunity to explore the diverse range of tracks 
tailored to your needs. By attending FETC and 
engaging with these tracks, decision-makers 
can unlock the full potential of their districts, 
foster inclusive learning environments, drive 
instructional transformation and shape the fu-
ture of education. Don’t miss out on the chance 
to revolutionize education—register for FETC 
2024 today.
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School Districts are facing unprecedented staffing challenges, resulting in 
increased dependence on agency partner usage.  The sky rocketing costs and 
administrative burden have become unmanageable. Sunburst offers a fresh and 
unique approach to traditional managed services because we truly understand 
the complexities of staffing in education.

Your Partner in 
Educational 
Staffing

of superintendents 
report concern about 
their district’s ability to 
hire qualified special 
education staff

97%

HOW SUNBURST CAN HELP

of educators take on 
additional tasks due to 
vacant positions

80%
of school districts 
reported difficulty hiring 
new teachers

86%

We aim to transform the future of staffing with quality and sustainability at 
the core of everything we do. Contact us for more information!

Staff Quality
Extensive network and 
access to the best agencies 
in the educational industry, 
ensuring consistent and 
continued access to  
top-quality staff.

User-Friendly 
Technology

Our software tool 
streamlines your billing, 
invoicing and financial 
reporting processes. 

Dedicated  
Program 
Management

A dedicated team and 
single point of contact who 
understands your district’s 
needs and advocates daily  
on your behalf with your 
agency partners. 

Reduce Spend
With Sunburst managing 
multiple staffing agencies 
in a more streamlined 
process, you can free up 
more time and resources 
for you and your team.

ahurtado@sunburstworkforce.com   |   sunburstworkforce.com
Allison Hurtado, Director of Business Development

SWA-ES Infographics_Ad_DALI.indd   1SWA-ES Infographics_Ad_DALI.indd   1 10/5/2023   12:44:35 PM10/5/2023   12:44:35 PM

https://www.sunburstworkforce.com/
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3 sessions new 
superintendents 
won’t want to miss 
At a time when turnover at the top is 
increasingly common in school districts 
throughout the country, new and aspiring 
superintendents must equip themselves with 
the knowledge and tools necessary to thrive 
in an undoubtedly complex profession. 
Often, superintendents are let go before they 
have time to create real change simply due 
to their inexperience, but that doesn’t have 
to be the case.

Each year, the Future of Education 
Technology Conference (FETC) provides 
educators and district leaders with hundreds 
of insightful sessions and keynotes designed 
to educate attendees on the latest trends and 
innovations impacting the K12 space today. 
Among these sessions are some that new and 
aspiring superintendents in particular may 
find valuable as they address some of the most 
pressing concerns new leaders face.

If you’ve just entered the superintendency—
or you’re planning to in the future—here are 
three sessions you won’t want to miss at next 
year’s event on Jan. 23-26.

CULTIVATING INNOVATIVE LEADERSHIP: 
FOSTERING A CULTURE OF CREATION
District leadership is fast-paced and constantly 
evolving. Thus, it requires one to be innovative 
and impactful beyond what traditional 
management and administration requires.

In this session, you’ll hear from Matthew 
Joseph, assistant superintendent at New 
Bedford Public Schools in Massachusetts, about 
how you can prepare your own district for 
dynamic change.

Throughout this interactive session, you’ll be 
asked thought-provoking questions, including: 
How do you know students are learning? Are 
we teaching them for their future or our past? 
Will the pressure beat you?

“Let’s explore answers to these questions 
and start creating a mindset on how always to 
have your school/district ready for dynamic 
change,” the session description reads.

YOUR FIRST SUPERINTENDENCY: KEYS 
TO SUCCESSFULLY BUILDING YOUR 
PROFESSIONAL NETWORKING PIPELINE
Your first job in district leadership shouldn’t be 
tackled alone. In fact, you should have a strong, 

diverse network of people who will support you 
and drive personal growth.

This session will be hosted by Neil Gupta, 
superintendent at Oakwood City Schools 
in Ohio, who will arm you with tips on 
how to construct your own professional 
networking pipeline to ensure “you are 
equipped to navigate the challenges and seize 
opportunities that come your way,” per the 
session description.

WHAT IS YOUR DISTRICT’S CALLING 
CARD? BRANDING IS THE ANSWER
Once you enter district leadership, you’ll 
find yourself competing against neighboring 
districts for things like your students, 
professional talent and community perception.

At a time when teacher shortages and 
student enrollment continue to be some 
of the most pressing issues leaders face, 
superintendents must learn to move beyond the 
traditional methods of promoting their district’s 
brand. Static websites and predictable taglines 
don’t cut it anymore.

In this session, you’ll hear from several 
inspiring leaders about how you can build 
a community and culture that “reflect the 
academic programs at an intellectual, social 
and cultural level, creating a more positive and 
supportive environment for all,” according to 
the session description. Visit fetc.org to register 
and get all the details about the big event.
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Register today with 
Promo Code DAFALL23 to save 10%!
Visit  www.FETC.org today!

Propel Your Schools Forward! 

Here’s What You Can Expect at FETC® 2024: 

www.FETC.org

• Hundreds of in-depth workshops, 
sessions, keynotes to revolutionize  
your district. 

• New visionary speakers, trailblazing 
administrators, and industry pioneers. 

• Cutting edge sessions endorsed by 
the Consortium for School Networking 
(COSN). 

• Future Ready Schools® (FRS) 
presentations for district administrators 
and leaders. 

• Bustling Welcome Reception in  
the Expo. 
 
 

• Energetic lunch and coffee breaks. 

• 4 innovative, content-focused theaters: 
Emerging Technology, Esports,  
IT and STEM 

• Insightful Leadership Roundtables 
led by nationally recognized district 
administrators. 

• Thought Leadership Panels. 

• Cybersecurity Training. 

• And much more professional 
development learning opportunities!

View Full Program at www.FETC.org

http://www.fetc.org
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3 FETC sessions 
for administrators 
looking to become 
better champions 
of technology
2023’s Future of Education Technology 
Conference (FETC) came on the heels of a 
COVID-19 pandemic that changed the world 
of education and edtech in ways unimaginable, 
and, for some, for the better. The conference’s 
program agenda included a plethora of 
professional development opportunities for 
educators, administrators and district leaders 
wanting to gain a better grasp of the latest 
emerging technologies that will inevitably 
end up shaping teaching and learning in their 
classrooms. Here’s an early look at some 
of FETC 2024’s sessions, specifically those 
designed for the K12 administrator.

PROVEN TECHNIQUES FOR DEPLOYING 
AND MANAGING CHROMEBOOKS
Chromebooks have become one of the most 
common student devices leveraged by school 
districts. But some, may not know where to 
start. In this session, you’ll hear practical 
advice, tips and tools for developing a successful 
Chromebook program at your school.

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION  
& LEADERSHIP: NAVIGATING DISRUPTIVE 
TECHNOLOGIES FOR  
21ST-CENTURY LEADERS
This interactive workshop will explore the 
vital responsibility educators and leaders 

share in embracing and navigating 
the challenges brought about by 
disruptive technologies. Participants 
“will engage in thought-provoking 
discussions and collaborative activities 
that delve into the core concepts of 
digital transformation, such as emerging 
technologies, changing learner needs 
and the shifting educational landscape,” 
per the session description.

CULTIVATING DIVERSITY IN K12 
IT DEPARTMENTS: LEADERSHIP 
STRATEGIES FOR 2024 AND BEYOND
In recent years, IT departments 
have become the backbone of K12 
schools. Thus, it’s crucial that leaders 
understand the importance of fostering 
a diverse IT staff in order to ensure 
an inclusive education experience for 
students. In this session, participants 
will learn:

• The current state of diversity within 
K12 IT departments and leadership
• The multifaceted benefits of a diverse 
IT team, from broadened perspectives 
to enhanced problem-solving
• Challenges and barriers to achieving 
diversity in IT roles and how to 
overcome them
•Proven strategies and initiatives to 
recruit, retain and promote diverse 
talent within the K12 IT sphere
• Anecdotes and lessons learned from 
the panelists’ journey towards fostering 
a more inclusive IT environment.

Visit fetc.org to register and get all the 
details about the big event.  
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GOKnow Beforeyou



If you haven’t been to FETC in 
Orlando before, get ready to 
work — and excited to play.
BY VICTORIA THOMPSONGO As an Orlando area resident, I am espe-

cially excited for FETC 2024 to be back 
in my town after having been held in 

New Orleans last year.
In addition to the wide array of excellent 

sessions taking place at the Orange County 
Convention Center, there’s a lot going on in 
the exhibition hall—and plenty of ways to en-
gage with the conference and the great city of 
Orlando. If you’re attending FETC 2024 Jan. 
23-26, take a look at some “know before you 
go” information in this article so you can not 
only learn from and stay connected with FETC 
but also have fun in the city.
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•  Wear comfortable shoes, and pack clothes for an “Orlando winter.” 
The Orange County Convention Center is the second-largest con-
vention center in the United States, with over 7 million square feet 
of space. While conference activities take place mainly in a central 
space, be prepared to walk to different sessions and events that you 
plan to see. Comfortable shoes will help you navigate the conference 
hall, the poster session arena, and more. Additionally, winters in 
Florida tend to be milder than other climates–it’s not uncommon 
for temperatures to hit the high 60s/low 70s.

•  Review sessions on the FETC website. With attendees and speakers 
that range from IT specialists, educators and instructional coaches 
to school leadership and more, there’s plenty of content to choose 
from. There are also poster sessions, playgrounds and activities. 
Previewing which sessions and activities you’d like to attend may 
also help you plan your conference schedule. (You can preview the 
sessions by visiting fetc.org. or by downloading the mobile app.) If 
you are on social media, follow FETC on X, formerly Twitter (@fetc) 
and LinkedIn (Future of Educational Technology Conference) for 
updates and session highlights.

•  Be sure to check out the Expo Hall. Here, you’ll be able to speak 
with employees from education and technology companies—many 
who come from education themselves—and others who are in-
vested in using educational technology to enhance their curricu-

lum and learning experiences. Expo passes 
at FETC 2024 are free, so even if you can’t 
attend the full conference, it’s worth your 
time to visit the Expo Hall.

WHEN YOU’RE “OFF THE CLOCK” 
•  Last but not least, be sure to check out 

the great city of Orlando. Orlando is nick-
named “The City Beautiful” for a reason. 
It’s a gorgeous city with lots to do. The 
area is known for its theme parks, tourism, 
and food scene–but there’s much more to 
explore, too. Here are my top five things to 
do within 15 minutes of the Orange County 
Convention Center:

•  Disney Springs. If you follow me on social 
media (@victoriathetech on X and linkedin.
com/victoriarosethompson on LinkedIn), 
you won’t be surprised that I’m a huge Dis-
ney theme park fan. I have an annual pass 
to the theme parks, and whenever visitors 
come to town, they ask to hang out in the 
theme parks. However, if you’re looking 
for a “free” option, Disney Springs is one of 

DISNEY SPRINGS
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the best. It’s a vast outdoor shopping center 
with over 60 restaurants as well as shops, 
live entertainment and more, and unlike 
the theme parks, admission is free. 

•  Universal City Walk. For my Universal 
Studios fans, this one is for you. Universal 
City Walk is similar to Disney Springs, 
where you do not need a ticket or an an-
nual pass to Universal Studios in order 
to get in. Nicknamed the “Epicenter of 
Awesome,” it has an impressive selection 
of shops, bites, places to eat, and even a 
movie theater. You can also experience 
live music, and even play mini-golf. For 
the Harry Potter fans attending FETC, the 
Universal Studios store will have a great 
section of souvenirs in their Wizarding 
World of Harry Potter area.

•  Discovery Cove. If you’ve got some time 
to spare and you’re a fan of the ocean, I 
recommend that you check out Discov-

ery Cove. Discovery Cove is a resort where you can swim with 
dolphins, snorkel among thousands of tropical fish in the Grand 
Reef, feed hundreds of exotic birds in their aviary, and explore 
their Freshwater Oasis. This will cost money (you can check the 
Discovery Cove website for rates), but it’s worth a visit and a 
must-see if you are interested in marine biology, the ocean, and 
oceanic animals.

•  Orlando Museum of Art. Founded in 1924, this museum is easily 
one of my favorite places to visit in the Orlando area. Each year, 
it presents about a dozen shows consisting of special and visit-
ing exhibitions, as well as those curated from the museum’s col-
lections. Orlando Museum of Art welcomes more than 130,000 
visitors each year and the museum’s education programs serve 
16,000 annually.

•  ICON Park. This 20-acre, open-air, gate-free entertainment des-
tination features plenty of space for you to spread out and relax 
after the hustle and bustle of attending the conference. Located in 
the heart of Orlando’s International Drive, ICON Park offers more 
than 40 amazing restaurants, funky bars, boutique shops and at-
tractions, all huddled around “The Wheel,” a Ferris wheel that 
rises 40 stories.   

While conference activities take place mainly in a central space, be prepared to 

walk to different sessions and events that you plan to see. Comfortable shoes will 

help you navigate the conference hall, the poster session arena, and more.

UNIVERSAL CITY WALK
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Spending on edtech is way up in K12 districts, 
spurred by an infusion of federal funding and 
the need for new technologies to support remote 

learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.
One estimate puts edtech spending by schools at more 

than $50 billion per year. Teachers are using more digital 
technologies than ever, with one report finding that dis-
tricts each used around 1,500 different digital tools per 
month during the 2020-21 school year.

Yet for all this edtech spending, usage and access, stu-
dent academic outcomes are declining. What accounts 
for this discrepancy? Research is ongoing and there is 
no single answer but early signs point to the varied qual-
ity of technologies and a mismatch between the myriad 
technological tools available and the ways that they are 
used—or not used.

AWASH IN EDTECH: 3 TIPS
District leaders play a critical role in facilitating technol-
ogy-enabled instruction among teachers in their school 
communities. What can they do to empower and support 
teachers in embracing proven technology-enabled in-
structional practices?

Here are three tips:

1. Demonstrate how technology-enabled instruc-
tion can be used to advance a district’s vision, 

priorities, and plans. Even the most motivated teacher 
has few incentives for embracing technology-enabled 
instructional practices if they do not feel supported by 
their school or district or if they don’t see a clear align-
ment between those practices and the school or dis-
trict’s overall goals. Research makes clear that aligned 
district vision and goals, and strong, supportive lead-
ership play a significant role in teachers’ embrace of 
technology-enabled instructional practice.

District leaders can work to show how technology-
enabled instructional practices can contribute to 
achieving shared goals. For example, if a district’s 
strategic plan or vision stresses the importance of 
serving English language learners equitably, plans for 
technology-enabled instruction should help further 
that particular vision. In doing so, district leaders show 
that they believe that teachers play an important role 
in achieving high-level goals.

2. Help teachers overcome negative beliefs and at-
titudes toward technology-enabled instruction. 

Research shows that teachers’ beliefs and attitudes 
about technology and pedagogy play a significant role 

Why district leaders are key to 
teachers’ success with edtech
We have invested in edtech, but we have invested considerably less in supporting 
teachers to use those tools effectively as part of their instruction.

BY TRACY HUEBNER AND RACHEL BURSTEIN

https://edtechevidence.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/FINAL-K12-EdTech-Funding-Analysis_v.1.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11423-006-9022-5
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in their willingness to embrace technology-enabled 
instructional practices. Yet those beliefs and attitudes 
are also malleable and responsive. District leaders play 
an important role in helping teachers overcome beliefs 
that are correlated with a failure to embrace technol-
ogy-enabled instruction.

For example, a teacher may value certain pedagogies 
above others or may perceive their own technologi-
cal knowledge as subpar. District leaders can provide 
teachers with structured opportunities to articulate 
those values and perceived skills. They can then offer 
opportunities for teachers to observe colleagues with 
similar values who use technology-enabled instruc-
tional practices effectively and in ways that do not re-
quire significant technical knowledge.

District leaders can also offer professional learn-
ing opportunities that demonstrate how technology-
enabled teaching has meaningfully improved learning 
outcomes. Or they can work with school principals to 
have teachers shadow peers who can demonstrate how 
they are improving their instructional practice with 
technology.

3. Support social-cultural spaces that promote ef-
fective technology-enabled teaching. Teachers 

are often willing to consider using research-backed, 
technology-enabled instructional practices when they 
are exposed to a set of social-cultural influences that 

promote those practices. Many of these spaces do not 
require significant resources. For example, a district 
leader might support a set of teacher-run PLCs across 
schools to discuss technology-enabled instruction.

Other types of influences may require more re-
sources. For example, an instructional coach may be 
deployed to different classrooms to work with teachers 
on effective instructional practices or to help teachers 
parse learning data generated through the use of tech-
nological platforms. In any case, such programs or per-
sonnel must be available in an ongoing manner and of-
fered in the context of support rather than evaluation.

As with so much in education, context matters deeply 
when applying these approaches. But across school com-
munities, one thing is certain: district leaders can play a 
significant role in encouraging and supporting teachers 
in embracing technology-enabled instructional practices 
that are correlated with better learning outcomes.  

Ensure equal access to education
Alternative student transportation uses smaller-capacity 
vehicles to:

Learn more at everdriven.com

Provide McKinney-Vento students with 
consistent journeys 

Accommodate safety requirements for kids 
with special needs

Reach students in remote or rural areas

Enhance student trips at lowered costs

Tracy Huebner is a director, advancing teaching and 
learning at WestEd. Rachel Burstein is an independent 
education researcher and writer. They are the co-authors of 
“Strategies for Encouraging Effective Technology-Enabled 
Instructional Practices in K–12 Education: A Thought Piece 
Drawing on Research and Practice,” published by WestEd.

https://www.wested.org/resources/strategies-for-encouraging-effective-technology-enabled-instructional-practices-in-k-12-education-a-thought-piece-drawing-on-research-and-practice/
https://www.wested.org/resources/strategies-for-encouraging-effective-technology-enabled-instructional-practices-in-k-12-education-a-thought-piece-drawing-on-research-and-practice/
https://www.wested.org/resources/strategies-for-encouraging-effective-technology-enabled-instructional-practices-in-k-12-education-a-thought-piece-drawing-on-research-and-practice/
https://www.everdriven.com/


20 | November/December 2023 DistrictAdministration.com

We’ve all heard it before, whether it be from your 
parents, your teachers, or your closest friends: 
“Get off your video game; it’ll rot your brain.” 

But that way of thinking has long since been retired. 
Now, young adults are encouraged to chase the activities 
they find the most fun and engaging, including gaming, 
because you never know how it may change their life.

Esports has become one of the most innovative op-
portunities for students to pursue a passion that ulti-
mately started within the comfort of their own homes. 
Nowadays, schools can help students take their love for 
gaming to the next level by establishing an esports pro-
gram, which may ultimately drive postsecondary success 
through scholarships and even career opportunities. 

Gaming is no longer just a hobby, and here’s why.
“I see unlimited potential for so many individuals 

who may or may never have had a voice before,” says 
Glenn Robbins, superintendent of Brigantine Schools 
(N.J.), during the Future of Education Technology’s 
recent webinar highlighting the latest trends and strat-
egies surrounding esports in the K12 sphere. “This is 
a whole new sports program. You don’t have to be ex-
tremely athletic. You don’t have to have the best grades. 
You can just be a gamer.”

The list of possible outcomes students can take ad-
vantage of through gaming alone is significant, he adds.

“Who would’ve thought we would be saying that a few 
years ago?” Robbins says.

Esports: More than just a hobby
Schools can help students take their love for gaming to the next level by 
establishing an esports program, which can drive postsecondary success 
through scholarships and even career opportunities.

BY MICAH WARD
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The growth surrounding the esports industry is some-
thing we can’t ignore, posits Katrina Adkins, vice presi-
dent of the United States Academic Esports League and 
professor of Gaming and Esports at Post University.

Esports has also expanded opportunities and involve-
ment in extracurricular activities for women, notes Jihan 
Johnston, esports education specialist for the North 
America Scholastic Esports Federation (NASEF).

“It not only just brings fuel and a light to the commu-
nity, it highlights the value women have in this space,” 
said Johnston. "But also, when it comes to an educa-
tional space, it highlights the different career opportuni-
ties that are available for women."

But designing an esports program requires more than 
simply providing students with a gaming device and say-
ing, “Have at it.” Superintendents and administrators 
should start by involving their own students in the con-
versation, and from there, look at what opportunities and 
funding are available so they can hit the ground running.

ADVICE FOR ADMINISTRATORS
“Administrators and educators need to be brought on 
board,” argued Chris Turner, director of the Mixed Vir-
tual Innovation Gaming and Esports Institute at South-
ern University Law Center. He said one of the best ways 
leaders can get an idea of where to start is by surveying 
your students. Ask them what games they’re playing, 

how they’re playing them and when.
District Administration also recently published a 

“Guide to K12 Esports” for administrators wanting to 
learn more about how to build an esports facility in their 
own districts.

Sustainability, however, is one of the most important 
questions K12 leaders must address before moving for-
ward with an esports program. There are several factors 
to consider: internet connectivity, hardware mainte-
nance, and funding. Adkins explains that schools can 
experiment with very little resources.

“I get a lot of calls every day from people asking, 
‘What can we do with Chromebooks and some Nintendo 
Switches? Can we start a program?’ And the answer is, 
yes, you can,” she says.

Leaders don’t have to start with a flashy new arena 
or gaming center, although these could be goals later on 
down the road. But for now, leaders can leverage inex-
pensive Chromebooks or Nintendo Switches for games 
like Minecraft and Mario Kart with a focus on careers 
and curriculum.

“There are a lot of resources out there,” said Adkins. 
“I would encourage everybody to take a step back and 
ask, ‘What do I want out of my program? What is my 
mission and my vision?’ Because if you don’t have that, 
you can’t create something that will be sustainable for 
years to come.”  

https://daleadershipinstitute.com/superintendents-summit/
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The school bells have rung for many districts across 
the country, and as students across the nation 
return to the classroom for a new school year, 

their school, district and state leaders are reckoning with 
a looming ESSER spending deadline. On Sept. 30, 2024, 
the unprecedented federal funding designated to remedy 
pandemic-related learning disruption will come to an 
end, pushing many high-need districts closer to a fiscal 
cliff. Because ESSER funds were distributed based on 
the number of students living in poverty, schools with 
the highest needs will be hit hardest.

With this deadline rapidly approaching, state 
education leaders and state legislatures can play a critical 
role in finding ways to sustain the programming that has 
effectively supported students of color and students from 
low-income backgrounds for the past three years—and 
district leaders can and should advocate for this support.

Facing and mitigating the risks associated with the 

fiscal cliff requires communities to work together to invest 
in programs that drive student achievement and support 
vulnerable student populations. It also requires bold action 
from state education leaders and state legislatures to ensure 
that our nation’s most vulnerable student populations—
including students of color, students from low-income 
backgrounds, multilingual learners, and students with 
disabilities—continue to receive the programming they need 
to recover from the impacts of the pandemic.

ESSER DEADLINE URGENCY
Time is running out, and it’s time for district and state 
leaders to take decisive action to continue prioritizing 
students’ needs beyond the ESSER deadline. Here’s how:

1. Extend fund availability transparently and 
inclusively: While the spending deadline at the 

federal level is approaching, many state legislatures have 

Sustaining Funding
How K12 leaders can lobby states to support students beyond the ESSER deadline.

BY QUBILAH HUDDLESTON AND VENTURA RODRIGUEZ
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the power to change laws and regulations at the state level 
to enable districts to carry forward state and local funds 
beyond the deadline and accelerate student learning. This 
would allow districts to prioritize and strategically spend 
their remaining ESSER funds while saving state and local 
dollars for future fiscal years.

Equity should be at the forefront of fiscal decision-
making now and beyond the ESSER deadline, so it’s 
particularly important for these elected leaders to invite 
all relevant stakeholders—educators, administrators, 
caregivers, students, and advocates—to help shape their 
next budget and policy choices. It’s especially important 
for district leaders to prioritize Black and Latino families 
and families from low-income backgrounds in their 
decision-making processes to ensure extension strategies 
best serve these communities.

2. Increase state revenue to help districts through 
the fiscal cliff: Recent historic increases in 

public education funding in states such as Michigan 
and Tennessee prove that policymakers can make a 
considerable impact on districts’ funding allocations. State 
legislatures should identify funds within existing revenue 
streams that they can reallocate to better support districts 
through the fiscal uncertainty ahead. Raising new revenue 
to increase state funding can also enable leaders to allocate 
investments equitably across districts in their state.

3. Assess districts’ sustainability risk: Research 
has shown that ESSER funds account for anywhere 

between 4-17% of total revenue, depending on the state. 
Because of this significant range, states across the country 
will face varying degrees of fiscal cliff severity in 2024.

State education leaders should identify the districts 
that will be hit hardest by this impending deadline by 
assessing those with a combination of a high percentage 
of ESSER dollars in relation to their overall budget and a 
large number of high-needs students. District leaders can 
help this important process by proactively organizing and 
communicating their data points.

In addition to providing more funding to these districts, 
advocates and policymakers can help leaders in these areas 
implement both short-term plans for preparing for change 
and strategies for fostering long-term sustainability.

4. Help districts modify ESSER plans and promote 
promising practices: To manage the fiscal cliff 

effectively, districts need help adjusting their overall 

ESSER plans to ensure they’re using funds as effectively 
and equitably as possible. By collaborating directly with 
district leaders, state education leaders can help evaluate 
current plans and prepare for changes ahead.

They can also identify and promote promising 
practices many districts are already putting into 
action. Northshore School District in Washington, 
for example, developed eight guiding principles—
ranging from regulation compliance to equity-focused 
actions—to help leaders determine how they will 
reduce expenditures and increase revenues in the 
coming years. Incentivizing these and other practices 
can enable state leaders to facilitate knowledge-
sharing across districts in their state.

While the steepness of the upcoming fiscal cliff will 
vary from district to district, every school—and every 
student—will no doubt be impacted by the drop. The time 
is now for district and school leaders to advocate for the 
support they need from state education leaders and state 
legislatures. We must ensure that we have the resources 
necessary to sustain programming that has been effective 
at aiding vulnerable student populations and remedying 
unfinished learning.

With these tools and the support of communities 
and families, state and district leaders can make the 
right decisions and ensure that all students—especially 
those who need the most support—receive the proper 
education that prepares them for college and career 
advancement.  

Facing and mitigating the risks associated with the fiscal cliff re-
quires communities to work together to invest in programs that drive 

student achievement and support vulnerable student populations. 

Qubilah Huddleston is the Ed Trust Policy Lead 
for Equitable School Funding. Being on the P-12 
policy team, Qubilah informs and manages Ed 
Trust’s policy positions on equitable school funding. 
She is responsible for analyzing state and federal 
policy proposals and supporting state partners and 
advocates in achieving more equitable state funding 
formulas for students of color and students from low-
income backgrounds.

Ventura Rodriguez is an ERS partner and leads ERS’ 
State Practice Area. In this role, he supports ERS’ 
work to enable the design, implementation, and 
continuous improvement of effective and ambitious 
state-level policies that create critical enabling 
conditions for school and system leaders to transform 
how they use resources (people, time, and money) to 
support schools and students.

https://edtrust.org/team/qubilah-huddleston/
https://www.erstrategies.org/people/ventura_rodriguez
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As teacher vacancies continue to 
plague K12 schools across the coun-
try, administrators are looking for 
more creative incentives to bring 
teachers back into the classroom—
and keep them. Recent research 
suggests that benefit packages alone, 
which many leaders have upgraded 
using federal funds, aren’t enough 
to quickly recruit educators. Most 
often, applicants desire a salary 
that’s livable and respectable. Unfor-
tunately, not every school district 
can offer competitive pay. So, what 
are they doing instead?

A STATEWIDE INTERVENTION

Several districts are leveraging newly 
implemented strategies to increase 
their exposure and potentially draw 
more eyes—specifically potential 
teachers—toward their schools. 
That’s the case for Pennsylvania, 

which launched a new website this 
week encouraging students of all ages 
to pursue a career in education as the 
state continues to deal with teacher 
vacancies in its classrooms, the Pitts-
burgh Post-Gazette reports.

Initiated by the Pennsylvania 
Department of Education, the 
“Teach in PA” website includes 
insights and testimonials from cur-
rent teachers who describe the certi-
fication process and how others can 
join the teaching profession.

“At the Pennsylvania Department 
of Education, we know the critical 
and fundamental role educators play 
in our communities and are commit-
ted to rebuilding the educator pipe-
line in the Commonwealth,” Educa-
tion Secretary Khalid N. Mumin said 
in a statement. “What’s more, as a 
former teacher and administrator, I 
know firsthand how rewarding this 

job can be. The Teach in PA website 
will help inspire students to become 
educators and provide them with the 
resources they need to enter into this 
meaningful, fulfilling career.”

This strategic intervention comes 
at a time when at least 7.7% of teach-
ers throughout the state left their jobs 
between the 2021-22 and 2022-23 
school years, according to research by 
the Penn State Center for Education 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis.

VIRTUAL TEACHERS FILL  
CLASSROOMS IN THE MEANTIME

Montana is still seeing the negative 
effects brought forth by the pandemic 
in their classrooms, so they’re relying 
on virtual teachers to fill their vacan-
cies while they work to replenish their 
teaching staff, NPR reports.

According to Montana Public 
Radio’s Austin Amestoy, who was 
interviewed by NPR, several math 
classes at Florence-Carlton High 
School in Florence, Montana are 
being taught by virtual teachers 
as provided by the state-funded 
Montana Digital Academy. For the 
first time ever, students enter the 
classroom with their laptops in hand 
as they await their instructor via 
virtual communication.

“Florence-Carlton is one of sev-
eral schools in Montana relying on 
the state’s online learning program 
to fill teaching positions,” Amestoy 
told NPR. “It’s one symptom of an 
unprecedented nationwide crisis of 
teacher recruitment and retention.”

SEEKING TALENT ABROAD

At the Eagle County School District 
in Colorado, officials reported hav-
ing more than 40 vacant licensed 
positions (including teachers) ahead 
of this school year, according to Vail 
Daily. Superintendent Philip Qual-
man said that their trouble recruit-
ing teachers largely stems from the 

Teacher shortage check-in
3 bold ways leaders are addressing the issue midway 
through the school year.

BEYONDBEYOND TH
Enewsnews

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2023/10/03/pennsylvania-teachers-department-of-education-website-shortage/stories/202310030095
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2023/10/03/pennsylvania-teachers-department-of-education-website-shortage/stories/202310030095
https://apnews.com/article/teacher-attrition-pennsylvania-schools-3bb522c08860b8956d0f119c06eea628
https://www.npr.org/2023/10/03/1203416462/in-some-montana-schools-virtual-teachers-fill-in-as-educator-shortage-drags-on
https://www.vaildaily.com/news/eagle-county-school-district-welcomes-students-back-for-another-year-of-continual-improvement/
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area’s cost of living.
“What we’re experiencing in 

terms of the challenge of hiring 
qualified educators, it’s not isolated 
to us, it’s a national problem,” he said 
during a board of education meeting 
last month, according to Vail Daily. 
“We feel it much more here than oth-
ers because of the cost of living here. 
We have a very hard time hiring 
people because nobody can afford to 
live here.”

Given the district’s shrinking 
pool of local applicants, they’re look-
ing to expand their options by con-
sidering international applicants. 
Qualman said that the vast majority 
of their applicants now come from 
overseas, and very few have gone 
through “traditional ed programs.”

According to the district’s Chief 
Human Resources Officer Adele 
Wilson, the district had 59 teach-
ers from other countries heading 
into the 2022-23 school year. The 
process started nearly 20 years 
ago, but the district’s reliance on 
international educators has grown 
significantly since the pandemic.

However, it’s not a long-term fix 
to their recruiting and retention 
challenges, Vail Daily reports. The 
district works with J-1 visas to make 
these international hires, and the 
contract lasts three years and can be 
extended an additional two. Addi-
tionally, the cost per visa is around 
$3,000 apiece.

Qualman said he is working with 
state senators to hopefully update the 
state’s visa laws so that there is more 
flexibility time-wise for international 
educators serving public education.

“It takes three years, at least, for 
a domestic teacher to understand 
the job and become extremely pro-
ficient at it,” he said, according to 
Vail Daily. “So for somebody com-
ing in from overseas, it takes a little 
bit longer because there’s a cultural 
adaptation that has to happen.”

-Micah Ward

Strategic plans are the pride and joy 
of many a superintendent, but do you 
know what your fellow district lead-
ers are prioritizing in their visions for 
their students and staff? And do you 
know which K12 topics are becoming 
more important in your colleagues’ 
strategic plans?

For instance, social-emotional 
learning was covered in about 25% 
of the 2018-19 strategic plans and 
local control and accountability 
plans scanned by the school data 
tracking firm, Burbio. SEL became 
more prominent in the early years 
of the pandemic, peaking in 2021 at 
42% and declining gradually since 
then and is now a key term in about 
30% of the 2,200 plans that Burbio 
analyzed.

On the other hand, “bilingual” 
seems to be on a more cyclical 
schedule. While is it far more promi-
nent than it was pre-COVID, the 
focus on it ebbs and flows. It was 

Strategic plans 
5 topics that have risen to the top of the priority list in 2023.

included in 10% of plans in 2020, fell 
to 8.9% the next, peaked at 17% in 
2022 and is now at 12%.

The most common topic was 
attendance, which appeared in just 
more than half of the plans tracked 
by Burbio.

HOW STRATEGIC PLANS  
ARE CHANGING
Here are the five topics that have 
seen the largest growth as strategic 
plan priorities. The first figure is how 
many more plans include these top-
ics in 2023 compared to 2018-19. The 
second number is how many plans 
the term appears in:

•  Multitiered system of supports 
(MTSS): 14% increase  
(in 32% of plans)

•  Mental health: 9.8% (40%)
•  Inclusion: 7.7% (31%)
•  Community engagement: 7% (34%)
•  Excellence: 7% (52%)

-Matt Zalaznick

https://www.burbio.com/
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Many school districts are nearing the 
halfway mark of the first semester, 
yet one issue remains: Students are 
still missing school at alarming rates. 
Exacerbated by the pandemic, chronic 
absenteeism poses several negative 
consequences for students, namely the 
inevitable significant learning gaps 
they face throughout the academic 
year. Often times we hear superin-
tendents say, “If you’re not in your 
seat, you’re not learning.” And that’s 
the simple truth. But what are leaders 
doing to address the issue?

A STATEWIDE TASK FORCE

Throughout the country, school 
districts are launching initiatives to 
understand where their students have 
gone and why they’re missing school, 
including the entire state of Virginia.

4 ways leaders are hoping to 
curb chronic absenteeism 
Often times we hear superintendents say, “If you’re not in 
your seat, you’re not learning.” But what are leaders doing 
to address the issue?

KNOCK, KNOCK

Kalamazoo Public Schools in Michi-
gan was set to host what it calls a 
“Knock and Talk” event in an effort 
to target students with more than 10 
absences.

The initiative is similar to Los 
Angeles Unified’s Alberto Carvalho’s 
iAttend LAUSD campaign where offi-
cials visit the homes of students with 
low attendance to better understand 
why they’re not coming to school.

“We’re going to go out and 
knock on every student’s door,” 
said Superintendent Darrin Slade, 
according to MLive.

The district has reported a 27% 
chronic absenteeism rate, meaning 
more than one-fourth of students 
have missed at least 10% of school. 
And the problem persists throughout 
the entire state, according to KPS, 
which said Michigan has the fourth-
highest chronic absenteeism rate in 
the country, according to MLive.

LEVERAGING TECHNOLOGY 
FOR FAMILIES

Alexandria City Public Schools in 
Virginia is also seeing the effects of 
the pandemic play out in its class-
rooms. Chronic absenteeism in the 
state is defined as any student who 
has missed more than 18 days of 
school. Between 2019 and 2021, the 
number of absences has doubled 
from 8% to 16%, according to NBC4 
Washington. 

In response, ACPS has launched 
an app called Parent Square to track 
absenteeism rates for students in 
grades 6-12 in real-time. It automat-
ically logs reports at the end of the 
first period, at lunchtime and after 
school. Email and text updates are 
then sent to the student’s parents.

RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR LEADERS

These new initiatives are but a mere 
sample of the innovative tactics 
superintendents and administra-

Gov. Glenn Youngkin has 
announced the creation of the 
Chronic Absenteeism Task Force 
as part of his “ALL IN VA” plan to 
combat academic learning loss. The 
initiative comes in response to the 
state’s nearly doubled chronic absen-
teeism rates since the pandemic. The 
task force will develop resources and 
action plans for districts to address 
absenteeism in their schools.

“The decision to shutter schools 
for extended periods during the 
pandemic continues to have lasting, 
detrimental effects on our children,” 
Youngkin said in a statement. “To pre-
vent losing an entire generation of our 
children, Virginia is leading the way to 
accelerate our students’ learning loss 
recovery through intensive tutoring 
and combatting chronic absenteeism.”

https://www.governor.virginia.gov/newsroom/news-releases/2023/september/name-1015132-en.html
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tors are implementing to help curb 
absenteeism in their schools. How-
ever, recent research offers some 
more widespread recommenda-
tions leaders may want to consider 
before taking a more specialized 
approach in their districts.

A recent study from Policy 
Analysis for California Education 
(PACE), an independent, non-
partisan research center, explores 
the effects of chronic absenteeism 
throughout the state of California. 
The researchers offer some recom-
mendations for action that leaders 
in any state can take advantage of.

Here’s what they advise for 
district leaders wanting to reduce 
absenteeism in their own schools:

“To prevent losing an 
entire generation of 
our children, Virginia 

is leading the way 
to accelerate our 
students’ learning 

loss recovery through 
intensive tutoring and 

combating chronic 
absenteeism.”

•  Leverage data to identify dispari-
ties and bright spots.

•  Invest in best practices and data 
systems that monitor driving 
factors for both excused and 
unexcused absences.

•  Review and update local and 
state policies related to unex-
cused absences.

•  Ask how attendance policies and 
practices can be better commu-
nicated to students and families.

•  Invest in professional develop-
ment to improve attendance and 
truancy practices.

By Micah Ward

This may come as news to some 
superintendents and district lead-
ers: Book bans and pride flags are 
not the main topics of discussion 
at every school board meeting in 
the country.

Still, the elected officials who hire 
and fire superintendents are grappling 
with some complicated topics—par-
ticularly those having to do with well-
ness and human resources, according 
to a survey of meeting minutes by 
Burbio, a service that tracks K12 data. 
The company has compiled a list of the 
terms most frequently discussed by 
about half the nation’s school boards 
at their last three meetings as of Sept. 
28, 2023. Here are the top 10 catch 
phrases, along with the percentage of 
school boards discussing them:

Special education: 60%
Mental health: 36%
Nurse: 35%
Staffing: 32%
Negotiations: 31%
Labor: 28%
Contractor: 28%
Bargaining: 24%
Behavior services: 21%
Psychologist: 21%

“Substitute teacher,” “collective 

Talking Points
These are the top 10 topics school boards 
are discussing right now.

bargaining,” “autism” and “school 
psychologist” also landed in the top 
20. Absent from Burbio’s list are 
headline-grabbing topics such as 
transgender students, bathrooms 
and critical race theory.

With districts entering the final 
school year of ESSER funding, the 
survey also examined the top con-
struction-related terms. At the typi-
cal school board meeting, members 
and district leaders are drilling down 
to furniture, lighting and air quality 
of projects at various stages of the 
approval process. Here’s the top 10:

1. Safety 6. Table 
2. Construction 7. Space
3. Security 8. HVAC
4. LED 9. Energy
5. Classroom chair 10. Door

Speaking of ESSER, the survey took a 
close look at spending in one state to 
gauge how much federal relief funding 
remains in district coffers. Michigan’s 
districts have spent 54% of their 
ESSER money and have just over $1.5 
billion left. Some 38 school systems 
have between $5 million and $50 mil-
lion remaining, with three still having 
over $50 million still to spend.

By Matt Zalaznick
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The 2022-23 school year was the 
first “normal” school year since the 
pandemic—at least, that’s what most 
hoped. But the reality is that many 
of the challenges brought forth by 
the pandemic remain. After all, 
how could such a disruptive force 
not come with lingering effects? In 
the world of education technology 
specifically, the pandemic marked 
the beginning of an era. Today, lead-
ers are faced with edtech solutions 
beyond their wildest dreams, but 
navigating the landscape has become 
much more difficult.

To that end, K12 schools are 
asking for guidance and fund-
ing in order to meet the demands 
of the latest edtech trends and IT 
issues—but state education agencies 
may not be doing enough to help, 
declares a new report from the State 

4 edtech trends 
superintendents should be 
paying attention to now
“The only constant in life is change”: A statement nearly 
2,500 years old remains true today as district leaders 
grapple with the everchanging edtech landscape. 

Educational Technology Directors 
Association.

According to the responses gath-
ered from edtech directors, state 
superintendents, chiefs of staff and 
other senior state officials across the 
country, one IT-related issue con-
tinues to plague K12 schools, which 
is why it ranks No. 1 on their list of 
priorities this school year.

The “2023 State Edtech Trends 
Report” identifies four prominent 
trends both district and IT leaders 
must be addressing now:

CYBERSECURITY TOPS 
THE LIST OF PRIORITIES

At least 42% of respondents under-
scored the need for increased fund-
ing and support for addressing their 
cybersecurity needs, suggesting 
that they currently aren’t receiving 

enough help from state agencies.
Furthermore, 24% of respondents 

overall said cybersecurity was their 
state’s top technology priority, fol-
lowed by equity (access to the inter-
net) and technology for instruction.

“Improving K12 cybersecurity 
posture has become an issue of 
resources and equity,” Brad Hagg, 
Director of Education Technology 
at the Indiana Department of Edu-
cation said in the report. “Under-
staffed districts and communities 
without access to a pipeline of cyber 
specialists will struggle to meet 
the requirements, often dictated by 
insurance companies, as well as the 
best practices necessary to imple-
ment a strong cybersecurity threat 
mitigation program.”

GUIDANCE ON AI IN EDUCATION 
IS STILL LACKING

In the first five days of its launch 
back in November 2022, more than 
one million users logged into Chat-
GPT to see for themselves what 
the hype was all about. Soon after, 
media headlines painted a grim pic-
ture of the future of education citing 
concerns about academic integrity 
and plagiarism.

Yet, that hype has since died 
down significantly as educators 
have realized its enormous potential 
to enhance student learning and 
engagement. However, leaders sim-
ply need more guidance in order to 
leverage this technology effectively 
in the classroom.

According to the data, 55% of 
respondents indicated witnessing 
an increased interest in AI policy 
development compared to last year. 
However, only 2% of survey-takers 
of this year’s survey said their state 
has an AI initiative in place.

The researchers are hopeful 
this number will rise in the future 
considering that AI has gained the 
attention of federal agencies, includ-
ing the Department of Education. 
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STATES IDENTIFIED HOME 
INTERNET CONNECTIVITY 
AS THEIR TOP UNMET NEED

Interestingly, last year’s report 
identified cybersecurity and profes-
sional learning on the use of edtech 
as leaders’ top unmet needs. This 
year is different as home internet 
connectivity surpasses these issues 
according to 29% of respondents.

“During the pandemic, home 
access was a major issue for schools 
desperate to ensure continuity of 
learning during closures,” the report 
reads. Although some progress has 
been made, nearly 17 million stu-
dents still lack stable home internet 
access, according to the Federal 
Communications Commission. 

EFFECTIVE EDTECH USE REMAINS 
A TOP PRIORITY FOR LEADERS

In 2022, most leaders explained 
that they don’t need more edtech 
tools. Instead, they want to find 
ways to use them more effectively, 
and that remains true in 2023.

Although professional learning 
in this area dropped to the No. 4 
spot on their list of unmet needs this 
year, nearly 40% of leaders said their 
state doesn’t collect data on the “use 
or effectiveness of edtech tools.”

“When it comes to effective use 
of edtech tools, more leaders view 
this as a priority than last year, but 
they are doing something about 
it because providing professional 
learning opportunities on the effec-
tive use of edetch is no longer the 
top unmet need,” the report reads.

By Micah Ward

“Improving K12 
cybersecurity posture 
has become an issue 

of resources and 
equity.”

There have been highly charged 
debates and thousands of news 
reports about the ethical implications 
of AI and how students can cheat, 
avoid learning associated with critical 
thinking, and shortcut the education 
system. Most stories emphasize the 
potential threats to K12 and higher ed 
rather than highlighting the benefits 
of using these tools for good.

One often overlooked application 
of artificial intelligence is the proven 
benefits to teachers and administra-
tors, who can presently use this tech-
nology to reduce the time it takes to 
create highly engaging lessons, com-
plete tedious administrative tasks, 
and turn educational content, such 
as textbooks, into videos youth want 
to watch. Priceless time can now be 
directed toward engaging kids, pro-
viding more individualized attention, 
and helping them succeed.

3 ways AI can positively impact 
educational outcomes 
Cheating aside, AI can be employed for experiential 
learning, career exploration and more.

Here are three ways that AI can 
create efficiencies for teachers and 
improve school system effectiveness 
while fostering higher levels of stu-
dent interest:
1. AI brings personalized learning 

to life. Widescale success cannot 
be achieved by the traditional, 
now-dated school model of lectur-
ing to kids from a chalkboard at 
the front of a classroom—or gaug-
ing student potential based on test 
scores. While AI can bring benefits 
to teaching on a mass scale, a good 
deal of its value comes from help-
ing reach children of all needs, in 
a customized manner, one student 
at a time.

With AI, gone are the days of 
teaching to the top of the class 
while other students flounder 
or fail. Already there are highly 
sophisticated one-on-one AI-
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driven tutoring systems that 
cultivate deep understanding and 
knowledge on an individualized 
basis while building confidence 
and empowerment among greater 
numbers of learners.

2. Turn textbooks into interactive 
media that improves learning 
outcomes. Video’s appeal and 
popularity are unquestionable. 
Tens of millions of kids and adults 
consume and learn from videos 
daily. Volumes of data show that 
they can have a powerful impact 
on teaching and learning.

According to a study we 
recently conducted, AI-generated 
lessons from teacher-approved 
materials and textbooks gener-
ated better learning outcomes. 
Through patented AI technology 
that is now available, textbooks 
can now be scanned and turned 
into quality first-draft video les-
sons using a teacher’s realistic 
avatar—or an avatar (with a 
non-robotic voice) derived from 
a subject that a class is studying 
(e.g., Thomas Edison, Jane Aus-
ten, Martin Luther King Jr., and 
countless others).

We found that students watch-
ing a teacher-produced video 
answered an average of 60% of 
the questions about it correctly, 
while the group shown the AI-
avatar video achieved an average 
of 75% correct answers. This 
improvement suggests that the 
AI-assisted approach to content 
development enhances student 
understanding and retention of 
the subject matter. In addition, 
we asked students which teacher 
they found easier to understand 
and pay attention to; 49.5% of 
the respondents preferred the AI 
instructor while only 22% favored 
the teacher alone.

3. AI brings meaning back to 
teaching. Our nation’s teachers 
need help—and fast. A typical 

teacher works about 54 hours a 
week, with just under half of that 
time devoted to directly teaching 
students. It’s therefore no surprise 
that up to 63% of educators are 
considering leaving the profession 
in the next three years and fewer 
young people are considering 
teaching as a viable career.

AI can help, so why not let it? 
It can ensure teachers save their 
irreplaceable time and reduce 
burnout. From our most recent 
research, we found that a teacher 
using an AI teaching assistant to 
create an engaging video lesson 
saves 15.5X of their time versus 

ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS OF AI: 
THE REALITY, REALLY

The advent of social media brought 
fear, excitement, skepticism, and 
optimism. AI brings the same, and 
we need to embrace the positives and 
put them to good use for the better-
ment of students and teachers.

The edtech market is estimated 
to reach $421 billion by 2032 and, 
undoubtedly, AI will be a major con-
tributor. AI is here to stay (regard-
less of those who are opposed to 
the notion of machine learning) as 
demonstrated by its current use in so 
many things we touch, purchase, and 
experience as consumers and busi-
nesspeople.

AI is not new, but it’s getting 
better and more intuitive. We must 
seize this moment of opportunity 
and use technology to level the play-
ing field—and resuscitate struggling 
teachers and tuned-out learners. Yes, 
there are legitimate ethical implica-
tions of AI, such as how technologies 
like ChatGPT can lead to cheating 
on assignments, but these should 
be addressed head-on so they don’t 
distract from the myriad of benefits 
AI brings to America’s classrooms, 
teachers, and students.

So, cheating aside, let’s employ 
AI in ethical ways and enable our 
schools to spend more time on expe-
riential learning, career exploration, 
skills development, and other mean-
ingful activities that will ensure the 
success of all students.

By Deepak Sekar

one who develops their own from 
scratch. Think about it: 15.5 hours 
(without AI) to just one hour har-
nessing technology’s potential.

The time previously spent 
doing research, designing slides, 
searching for images, drafting 
and editing the narration, and 
sitting down to record their talk 
can now be spent with students. 
AI can also greatly reduce admin-
istrative tasks like grading home-
work, creating spreadsheets, 
calculating student progress, and 
identifying learning needs and 
trends. This way, teachers can 
spend more of their time actu-
ally teaching— and get home from 
work at a reasonable hour.

One often overlooked 
application of artificial 

intelligence is the proven 
benefit to teachers and 

administrators who 
can presently use this 

technology to reduce the 
time it takes to create 

highly engaging lessons.

Deepak Sekar is co-founder and 
CEO of Prof Jim Inc., which has 
developed AI to auto-generate 
personalized, interactive 
teaching videos. An inventor with 
225 issued patents, his previous 
company was acquired by 
Doordash.

https://www.profjim.com/
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The Solution Showcase brings together the 

latest K12 education products and service 

solutions in one easy-to use section.   This 

year’s collection includes 24 entries from solution 

providers.   Their innovative products have been 

developed in response to needs expressed by school 

districts across the U.S. DA is pleased to work with 

these companies to showcase the most innovative and 

cutting-edge products and services.

We look forward to your feedback on our Solution 

Showcase and please let us know if there are any 

products you would like to see included next year.

Warmly,

Lori Capullo
EXECUTIVE EDITOR
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ADMINISTRATIVE SOFTWARE | ASSESSMENT  
| BEHAVIOR & SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING

Goodbye,
paper! 

Say hello to 
secure online:

Learn more at:
www.scribsoft.com

Document management
Records processing
Lottery management
Enrollment 

All built specifically for K-12

casel.org/professional-services

LEARN MORE:

Find resources and professional services
to help schools and districts implement

SEL systemically and sustainably.

Prioritizing Social and
Emotional Learning?

CASEL can help.

The State of Student Safety

6

While it’s clear that the mental health crisis was being felt by students prior to 2020,  

the challenges only seemed to rise during and following the onset of the pandemic.

As school closures disrupted traditional learning, challenges related to access to 

technology, varying home environments, and a potential loss of social interactions  

were felt by students.

Due to the restrictions of in-person interaction during this time, the loss of traditional 

support systems like school counselors made it even more difficult for school districts to 

address these heightened mental health concerns. 

For many districts, finding new and innovative ways to support students in a time of 

isolation and difficulty was, and continues to be, a top priority.

New challenges for youth brought 

on by the pandemic

Incidents captured by 

Gaggle from students

3 “Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data Summary & Trends Report: 2011-2021.” CDC, https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/

YRBS_Data-Summary-Trends_Report2023_508.pdf.

“I can’t take it. School was bad 

enough when we were in person 

but now it’s worse. I have no one 

to talk to. Everything would be 

better off if I just k***ed myself.”
“I don’t ask for help because 

I don’t want to talk about it 

because nobody wants to hear 

about it. There’s no point in  

being here anymore.”

According to the CDC 3, in 2021:
More than 4 in 10 students  

felt persistently sad or hopeless.
More than 1 in 5 students 

seriously considered attempting 

suicide and 1 in 10 attempted suicide.

The State of  
Student Safety 
A Look at the Mental Health Challenges 
in K-12 Students

The State of Student Safety

4

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, youth mental health issues were already on the rise. According to the CDC, there were significant increases in feelings of sadness 
and hopelessness with youth in years prior 
to 2020.1 

Gaggle’s 2018-2019 Student Safety Report highlighted data that demonstrated 123 incidents involving self-harm or suicide, as well as 78 violent acts towards others, in a district with 10,000 students. 
That same year, adolescents ages 12-17 years 
experienced mental health decline, as shown 
in the data on the right.

This data signified a concerning trend in the 
mental health landscape among this age group, which unfortunately only worsened once the COVID-19 pandemic struck.

Students’ mental health decline through the years
2018-2019 School Year

15.1% had a major  depressive episode.

1.6% had an alcohol use disorder.

15.7% made a  
suicide plan.

36.7% had persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness.

3.2% had an illicit drug use disorder.

8.9% attempted  suicide.

4.1% had a substance use disorder.

18.8% seriously 
considered attempting suicide.

2.9% made a suicide attempt requiring medical treatment.2

1 “Mental Health Among Adolescents.” CDC, 23 October 2020, https://www.cdc.gov/nchhstp/newsroom/docs/factsheets/dash-mental-health.pdf. 

2 “Data and Statistics on Children’s Mental Health.” CDC, https://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth/data.html.
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Navigating an Ongoing Mental 

Health Crisis in Students  

A Look at the Mental Health Challenges in K-12 Students

Get Resource 
Download Report
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ASSESSMENT

ADMINISTRATIVE SOFTWARE

The Aperture System

The DESSA-mini
Proactively identify in 60 seconds and with 95% accuracy which students 
need additional support rather than relying upon negative student 
behavioral indicators. 

The DESSA

This comprehensive assessment is the top solution for proactively addressing student 
needs, improving academic outcomes, and cultivating a positive school climate. 

Over 2 million students have been supported by the easiest, 
most reliable measure of social-emotional and 
competence. Our CASEL™-aligned assessment 
entirely strength-based approach to social 
and is proven to promote school success and ensure educational equity. 

| © 2023 Aperture Education, LLC

Scan QR Code  
to learn more

fastest,
behavioral
system is the only

and emotional skill development

Student Portal 

The DESSA Student Self-Report gives students immediate feedback 

impact on student engagement, outcomes, motivation, and 

achievement.

EdSERT 
The Aperture Education Approach to Educator SEL

We support educators so that stress and burnout

achievement is positively impacted.

New SEL Strategies and Interventions Package!

Move directly from assessment results to actionable student support. 
Leveraging the MTSS framework, our Strategies and Interventions Package 
completes the loop for a comprehensive skill-building system.

are reduced, well-being improves, and student

http://scribsoft.com
https://casel.org/professional-services/
https://apertureed.com/
http://www.gaggle.net/?utm_campaign=Advertising.fall-winter.23.DA.EmailBroadcast&utm_medium=district-administration&utm_source=advertising
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CURRICULUM & INSTRUCTIONAL TOOLS

Discovery
Starts Here

“
- District Curriculum Coordinator, Rapides Parish, LA

We chose Kognity because of their commitment 
and understanding of our education needs... 
comprehensive resources, exceptional teacher 
training and customer support. 

The teachers who utilized Kognity’s resources 
saw an improvement in student engagement, 
understanding, and assessments.

Inquiry-Based High School Science
Instruction Simpliied

Math is in 
everyone’s 
DNA. 

Just play at stmath.com/play

Visit discoversora.com/phonics
or scan the QR code to learn more.

The Supersonic Phonics & Decodables package:
200+ always-available phonics ebooks.

It’s the simple and affordable way to
deliver titles to all your aspiring readers.

Take PreK-4
literacy initiatives
to the next level

http://stmath.com/play
https://kognity.com/products/ngss/?utm_source=district%20administration%20mag&utm_medium=publication&utm_campaign=district-admin-mag-placement&utm_content=ngss
http://swivl.com/pulse
https://company.overdrive.com/k-12-schools/discover-sora/phonics/?utm_medium=paid&utm_source=districtadmin&utm_campaign=supersonic_phonics_2023&utm_content=districtadmin_november_sponsorship_supersonicphonicsanddecodables
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FACILITIES, SAFETY, SECURITYCURRICULUM & INSTRUCTIONAL TOOLS

Accelerate Reading Growth
Equitable for all learners
          Content differentiated to 4 unique reading levels

Builds literacy across content areas
         Daily, short-form informational texts

Aligned to state standards
          Assessments and reports to monitor growth

info@thejuicelearning.com  

The EKG KeyWatcher Can
Save Lives at K-12 Schools

The Morse Watchmans EKG
(Emergency Key Grab)
KeyWatcher ensures that a set
of master keys is immediately
available for first responders.

 Learn more at morsewatchmans.com

Saves response time and
potentially lives. 
Manages and tracks all keys
for staff accountability and
better school security too.

CURRICULUM & INSTRUCTIONAL TOOLS 
| FACILITIES, SAFETY, SECURITY

FACILITIES, SAFETY, SECURITY

https://thejuicelearning.com/
https://www.morsewatchmans.com/markets/education#EKG
https://halodetect.com/
http://www.savischool.com/


36 | November/December 2023 DistrictAdministration.com

Tech + Edu Initiative

www.sotertechnologies.com.

THE ULTIMATE PREVENTATIVE 
SOLUTION TO VAPING

The presence of our device detects vaping 
and alerts administration in real-time through 
mobile notifications.

By partnering with schools, our goal is to 
educate students on the dangers of vaping, 
create a change in behavior, and encourage 
positive decision making.

Detect · Educate · DeterDetect · Educate · Deter

FlySense®

1-877-END-VAPE
FlySense® is a registered trademark of Soter Technologies, LLC.  
FlySense® vape detector is protected by US Patent No. 10,699,549 and 
foreign design registrations.
© 2022 Soter Technologies, LLC. All rights reserved.

www.netsupport-inc.com

Impactful software 
starts with

Classroom management

Online safety

IT management 

Mass alerting

Remote control 

Scan here 
to learn 
more!

RUCKUS  Analytics  ® ™

See how artificial intelligence
and machine learning power
network efficiency

One
Affordable
Price.

STUDENT-CENTRIC FILTER

CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT

ASSET UTILIZATION & REPORTING
STUDENT BEHAVIOR ANALYTICS
STUDENT DATA PRIVACY REPORTS
TRAINING & SUPPORT

One
System.

THE ALL-IN-ONE EXPERIENCE

MADE TO MAKE LIFE EASIER

Chromebooks | Windows | iOS | Mac | Virtual Desktop

AND MORE
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ADVERTISING SECTION

FACILITIES, SAFETY, SECURITY IT SOLUTION HARDWARE & MANAGEMENT

CURRICULUM & INSTRUCTIONAL TOOLS

http://www.sotertechnologies.com
https://www.netsupport-inc.com/
https://www.sgtlabs.com/aristotlek12/
https://www.ruckusnetworks.com/
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Spark curiosity. 
Ignite learning.

Get started at demco.com 

for education

Foster success
classroomswith flexible

Learn more

Empower teachers to improve learning experiences and 
classroom collaboration with ScreenBeam all-in-one solution 
for wireless screen sharing, student device management, 
digital signage and emergency alerts.

www.screenbeam.comwww.screenbeam.com

Learn the  
Game-Changing 

Approach to 
Career and Technical 

Education

Digital Course Licensing  
for Kindergarten–12

FlexPoint™ is a trademark of Florida Virtual School.

Download your  
FREE GUIDE:

Start getting the most out of your PD plans. 
Visit catapultlearning.com/pd today.

One for all.  
 Focused, Flexible, Evidence-Based  
 PD That Works 

* 2022 Catapult Learning End of School Year Leader & Educator Survey CL_23139

97%
satisfaction rate 

among all educators*
The ability to scale and deploy 

PD for any type of engagement.

250+ Coaches

A holistic approach to professional development equips 
educators to address diverse challenges. Meet the needs 

and time constraints of all educators with Catapult Learning’s 
tailored professional learning solutions.

Why partner with Catapult Learning to help solve your  
classroom challenges?

FACILITIES, SAFETY, SECURITY | IT SOLUTION HARDWARE & MANAGEMENT  
| CURRICULUM & INSTRUCTIONAL TOOLS | LEARNING SPACES  

| ONLINE LEARNING | PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

LEARNING SPACES ONLINE LEARNING

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

http://www.catapultlearning.com/pd
https://www.demco.com/k12-classroom-solutions?utm_source=solution_showcase&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=da
https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/clk/568058843;375350971;w
https://www.screenbeam.com/products/screenbeam-1000-edu/
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SEARCH ENGINE  
| STEM, ROBOTICS, CODING  

| STUDENT TRANSPORTATION

Sooth.fyi

Web search optimized for students

Sign up before 12/31 and get a year free

The only search platform that provides you with

Media Bias Ratings

Reliability Ratings

Empower your students to search the 

web’s most reliable sources of news, 

research, and information

No AI chatbots

No dubious sources

No commercial content

No ads

No echo chambers

No sponsored content

safe & smart

school bus routing

attendance &

navigation app

view & access data

attendance &

student ridership

transf inder.com800-373-3609

DigitalisEducation.com

Engage the mind, inspire the heart.

Digitarium planetarium systems
and Digitalis Portable Domes

EverDriven is the leader
in alternative student
transportation nationwide
We are your solution for a safe, compliant, 
tech-enabled, transparent, and route-e�cient 
alternative student transportation provider.

Learn more at everdriven.com

SEARCH ENGINE STEM, ROBOTICS, CODING

STUDENT TRANSPORTATION

https://sooth.fyi/
https://www.digitaleducation.com/
https://www.transfinder.com/
https://www.everdriven.com/
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One of the challenges of 
teaching students to read 
is that they all learn dif-

ferently from one another. Some 
are visual learners who need to see 
things on the board. Kinesthetic 
learners might benefit from many 
different approaches, as long as they 
incorporate some kind of physical 
movement. And, while all students 
learn through repetition, some need 
it more than others.

Fortunately, the science of reading 
encourages a variety of approaches 
to meet the individual learning needs 
of all students. Here’s how it works in 
my classroom.

SMALL GROUPS
Differentiation is really important for 
my literacy instruction. If I couldn’t 
teach in small groups, I’m not sure I 
could reach the needs of each learner. 
Students need to be grouped by ability 
to allow them access to instruction that 
fits their learning needs. We don’t want 
anyone to be left behind, but we also 
need to be challenging those students 
who have mastered the new skills.

Independent work is also impor-
tant. We use center rotations quite a 
bit—about two hours every day—so 
each student has opportunities to 
learn and practice their literacy skills 
in a variety of ways. Some center ac-
tivities that we use include phonics 
transfer books, decodable texts, and 
sight word fluency exercises.

Now, our lessons are much better 

Keeping literacy  
varied and fun
A challenge in teaching students to read is  
they all learn differently. While repetition is key, 
some need it more than others.

BY ELIZABETH GREENE

for new students to adjust to quickly. 
This year, the lessons have also been 
updated to create center groups au-
tomatically based on activities or skill 
checks that gauge how well they’ve 
understood each new lesson.

A VARIETY OF REPETITION 
TECHNIQUES
When students begin first grade, 
they learn how to look at a word and 
identify letter sounds and then put 
them together to make words. In their 
transfer books, they have word map-
ping exercises that are excellent for 
building those decoding skills with 
daily practice, one letter at a time. We 
talk about each sound and then work 
with the daily sound in our small 
groups. After that, we get to apply the 
new skill in a reading passage.

I like to work on nonsense word 
fluency with my students as well. This 
is another exercise that helps develop 
decoding skills in which students read 
made-up words. Since the words are 
made up, they have to identify the 
sounds themselves correctly instead of 
relying on their word knowledge.

INTEGRATING TECHNOLOGY
Technology is incredibly helpful in the 
early literacy classroom. Using our 
literacy program, I am able to mir-
ror everything we’re doing up on a 
screen where the students can see it. 
That frees me to walk around and see 
what students are doing so I can see 
who may need more help or if some 

students are ready to move on to the 
next step.

I do find technology challenging 
to use at times, perhaps because I’m 
older, but the students just connect 
with it so quickly. It’s the future, so 
they need practice with it, but it also 
makes it so much easier to integrate 
different senses into instruction and 
practice.

We also do a lot of guided reading, 
both as a class and during center rota-
tions. I might read a story to the whole 
class and then ask about characters or 
different story elements. I try to make 
it fun by choosing good picture books, 
and then we build our centers around 
the story. For example, they might be 
asked to retell the story using just pic-
tures, so they have to place the plot’s 
events in the correct sequence.

On our classroom iPads, we also 
have stories that students can read 
themselves or have read to them by 
the technology. They can even record 
themselves reading, which they love. 
We choose books that are appropri-
ately leveled for their ability and then 
they answer questions to help develop 
their reading comprehension.

Students aren’t always going to 
make perfect progress toward profi-
cient reading. In fact, there are going 
to be new challenges every day, but 
if you can help them love what they 
are doing, they will be excited enough 
to rise to those challenges and grow 
throughout the school year and into 
their futures.  

P R O F E S S I O N A LP R O F E S S I O N A L I N S I G H T S

Elizabeth Greene 
is a first-grade 
teacher at 
Springmore 
Elementary 
School in 
Cleveland 

County, North Carolina. She 
can be reached at ehgreene@
clevelandcountyschools.org.
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L A S TL A S T W O R D

Phyllis Gimbel, 
a professor of 
educational 
leadership for 
Bridgewater 
State 
University in 
Massachusetts, 
and Peter Gow, 
past executive 
director of the 
Independent 

Curriculum Group, are long-time 
educators and school leaders 
and authors of Leadership 
Through Mentoring: The Key to 
Improving the Confidence and 
Skill of Principals (Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2021). They believe 
that kindness and mutual 
respect are essential to great 
teaching and learning.

Each year, some new princi-
pals find themselves in new 
positions or schools with 

broken cultures—where staff and 
student voices had been silenced or 
ignored, change managed poorly, 
equity initiatives stalled, and dif-
ficult issues tabled. Our work on 
principal mentorship has high-
lighted the value of intentional and 
district- or state-supported, pro-
grams that stress trust, candor, and 
confidentiality.

Programs in Vermont and Mas-
sachusetts have shown that com-
prehensive mentorship improves 
principal confidence, effectiveness, 
and retention. Shared goals and 
standards are essential, as is careful 
training of mentors and matching 
with new principals. Meaning-
ful mentor–mentee relationships 
should be sustained through at least 
the principal’s first year.

What, then, of principals in 
schools where individuals and even 
entire constituencies feel alien-
ated from one another? What can 
a new principal do where teach-
ers have lost faith in their leaders, 
where students may feel unseen, 
and where the community may lack 
pride and a unified will to support 
the school? Principals must be 
committed to a single overarching 
concept: kindness.

Successful leadership involves 
being seen, knowing one’s people 

standing, keeping cool to reduce oth-
ers’ stress levels, and knowing when, 
how, and from whom—like the men-
tor!—to seek further advice.

Research shows that constituent 
confidence in principals correlates 
broadly with school effectiveness, 
teacher engagement and student 
performance. A principal who shows 
and lives kindness can create a school 
climate that attracts teachers and to 
which they will want to remain at-
tached—and in which families and 
communities take pride and pleasure.

To offer structured mentorship for 
new principals is an act of kindness 
itself, a gift of trust and collaborative 
support from a district that sets a 
tone and will keep on giving. Existing 
programs have been highly effective, 
and new leaders provided with ongo-
ing support build authentic faith in 
themselves and in their communities 
that fortifies them to lead with calm-
ness, consideration, courage, empa-
thy, and equity—with exemplary, real, 
and contagious kindness.  

How mentoring can 
help new principals 
lead with kindness
Structured mentorship for new principals is an act of 
kindness, a gift of trust and collaborative support.

BY PHYLLIS GIMBEL AND PETER GOW

and institution, and prioritizing 
accessibility. Effective leaders 
develop vision and make policies 
through actively learning and ap-
preciating the assets, wants and 
needs of their schools and com-
munities. Such school leaders are 
empathetic and responsive. Their 
actions of listening, letting voices 
be heard, and offering support gen-
erate a culture of kindness.

It is in everyone’s interest—in-
cluding district and state offices—to 
have schools be places of trust and 
kindness. Principal mentorship 
programs should be expanded, and 
these programs should center kind-
ness in their “curricula.” Mentors 
must be trained to help new princi-
pals enact and nurture the elements 
of kindness in their daily practice.

Mentorship for kindness plays a 
key role in helping leaders face some 
of their most difficult situations. 
School leaders can learn in school or 
read in books about best practices 
for confronting hard issues and hav-
ing “difficult conversations,” but 
there is no substitute for being able 
to dissect complex situations with a 
trusted, experienced mentor.

A mentor can help a leader craft 
and role-play critical strategies like 
active and nonjudgmental listening, 
avoiding rushed “problem-solving” 
before multiple perspectives have 
been considered, not overplaying 
compassion at the expense of under-



The EKG KeyWatcher Can
Save Lives at K-12 Schools

 morse watchmans.com

Saves response time and
potentially lives.

Manages and tracks all
keys for greater staff
accountability & better
school security too.

The Morse Watchmans EKG
(Emergency Key Grab)
KeyWatcher electronic key
control system ensures that
a set of master keys is
immediately available for
first responders.

 

https://www.morsewatchmans.com/


Learn the  
Game-Changing Approach to  

Career and Technical Education

With more than 20 years of experience, we know how to 

help school leadership like you enhance your Career and 

Technical Education (CTE) offerings. Download our free 

guide to learn how to develop a long-term plan that adapts 

with changes to the employment landscape and your 

students’ interests.
Digital Course Licensing  

for Kindergarten–12

FlexPoint™ is a trademark of Florida Virtual School.

Download your  

FREE GUIDE:

https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/clk/568058843;375350971;w
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