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As we close out the first half of the 
2023-24 school year, it’s almost over-
whelming to reflect on the accomplish-
ments, challenges and innovations that 
have shaped the K12 educational landscape. 
The district mindset has been at the forefront of your work, driving us 
toward a future that sees all students thriving and succeeding.

Over the past several months, we’ve witnessed remarkable determina-
tion and achievements. Your efforts have most certainly not gone unno-
ticed. It’s for that reason that District Administration and the District 
Administration Leadership Institute have brought back the Awards of 
Distinction to acknowledge and celebrate your many achievements. In this 
issue, we are proud to showcase those finalists and winners who made 
their indelible mark on their districts and on K12 education in general and 
who, we are confident, will continue to work tirelessly to empower both 
teachers and students to excel.

Educators are the backbone of our communities, and their dedication, 
passion and fearlessness have a profound impact not just on our children, 
but on all of us. They are warriors and they are angels, and they are the 

CEOs of the most important organizations 
in the country. 

As we kick off the new year, it’s 
my pleasure to congratulate all of 

you and wish you the very best 
as you continue your journeys. 
We are there with you and 
cheering you on. 
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EXECUTIVE EDITOR

An Exciting 
Year Awaits

Publisher Tim Hart

EDITORIAL

Executive Editor  Lori Capullo

Senior Writer  Matt Zalaznick

Education Staff Writers  
Alcino Donadel, Micah Ward

ART

Art Direction  Xavier Marañón

ADVERTISING, EVENTS 
AND CUSTOM MEDIA

Vice President, Education Media and District 
Administration Leadership Institute  
Amy Dujon, amy.dujon@etcnetwork.com 
(561)389-1100

Sales Manager (East), Rachel Davis 
rachel.davis@etcnetwork.com   
(678) 521-7584

Sales Manager (West), Paul Milnamow  
paul.milnamow@etcnetwork.com   
(847) 648-0416

Content Marketing Editor  
Kurt Eisele-Dyrli  

CIRCULATION AND OPERATIONS

Vice President,  
Marketing/Audience Development  
Rennette Fortune

REPRINTS/PERMISSIONS

For more information,  
districtadministration.com/contact-us

SUBSCRIPTIONS

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

HOW TO REACH US

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

Jana\uary/February 2024 | Vol. 60, No. 1

F I R S TF I R S T T A K E

“I’m a firm believer  
that if there’s one skill  

our kids need to graduate with, 
it’s [news and media literacy].  

I can’t stress the importance of 
that enough. I think every school 
district in the country needs to 

do something similar.”
—SUPERINTENDENT DR. SHERI CAMHI,  

BALDWIN UNION FREE SCHOOL DISTRICT,  
NEW YORK

“What we’re  
attempting to do  

through our content  
and experiences is show 

students what they’re 
learning is going to be 
significantly important  

to them.”
— PRINCIPAL SCOTT GENGLER,  

WAYZATA HIGH SCHOOL,  
MINNEAPOLIS
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cross the country, multilingual learners 
(MLL) and English language learners (ELL)
students sit in their classrooms willing an

ready to learn, but are unable to learn to their full 
potential without the help of language interpreter. 
As resources for these students 
continue to diminish, Pocketalk, an 
AI-powered translation device 
translating over 84+ languages, fills 
in the much noticed gap. The 2023 
recipient of the Best Communica-
tion Solutions at the EDTech Cool Tool Award, and 
Tech & Learning Best of Show 2023 for Best Educa-
tion Tools, Pocketalk is a proven aid to navigate in and 
out of the classroom to better these students and 
teachers lives alike.

Pocketalk is a handheld translation device powered 
by artificial intelligence that provides convenient and 
efficient two-way communication between individuals 
speaking different languages that reflects natural 
dialogue. Pocketalk is the first ever HIPAA and GDPR 
compliant translation device, while Pocketalk Ventan-
na is a centralized administrative panel that allows for 
effortless management of multiple Pocketalk devices. 
Ventanna gives administrators complete control over 
their school’s devices by providing real-time transla-
tion insights and management functions through a 
singular platform. With over 1,000 school districts 
across the country utilizing Pocketalk, it is clear this 
small device is making a giant impact on education.

In West Central, IL at United Junior High School, a 
kind donation from Bridgeway had a profound effect 
on Alejandro, a student facing language barriers, and 
sparked remarkable academic growth. After providing 
him with a Pocketalk Plus device, Alejandro was able 
to communicate with his peers, actively participate in 
class, and even share jokes. His language skills 
flourished, progressing from a first-grade to a 
sixth-grade reading level within a single academic 
year. It’s important to note that Alejandro did not have 
a reading problem - he simply had a language barrier.

Students come from all over the world 
to the welcoming arms of Taft Elemen-
tary in Boise, ID. With Multilingual 
Learners (MLL) making up around 
40% of the student population, Taft 
Elementary School needed translation 
support not only in the classroom, but 
also in the nurse’s office, with supervi-
sors at recess, at the front desk and 
with MLL parents during school 
events. After seeing the success of the 
devices during a parent night at Taft 

Elementary, a Boise district administrator made sure 
every department had their own Pocketalk and there 
was one for each school in the district. Now, the 
devices are seen across the school, from the front 
office to the school nurse. The primary use of Pocke-
talk continues to be family interactions, welcoming 
new families to the school, and building relationships 
between staff and students.

Pocketalk
Is Changing 
Education 
�rough AI

pocketalk.comPocketalk Changing Education Through AI

A
Pocketalk, an 
AI-powered 

translation device 
translating over 
84+ languages

www.pocketalk.com
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Staples® is your one-stop shop for all things print, helping schools and districts inform and inspire students, 
teachers and parents with high-quality custom printed materials, delivered on time and at a low cost. 

To learn more, go to http://www.staplesadvantage.com/printsolutions    

The tide in print is turning. Today, many schools and 
districts are seeing more efficiency and cost savings by 
transitioning from in-house printing to a strategic print 
services partner to meet their needs for a wide variety of 
printed materials. 

“Transitioning print management to a trusted partner 
enables school and district leaders to reduce costs and 
gain access to high-quality printed materials, while 
maintaining control over the finished product,” says 
Michael Schnare, Print & Marketing Expert from Staples. 

By handing over the reins to professionals in the field, 
schools not only free up valuable internal resources, but 
also take advantage of the latest printing technologies, 
expertise, and faster project turnaround times, allowing 
school and district employees to focus on more 
important work.  

Here are three advantages of using managed print 
services in any school or district. 

1. Reduced costs and improved efficiency  

The challenges and costs associated with in-house print 
equipment and facilities are plentiful. From equipment 
and operational overhead to maintenance and space 
allocation, these expenses can mount quickly, resulting 
in unnecessary spending.  

Using a partner for print management helps alleviate 
these challenges and their costs and streamlines 
operational productivity across multiple departments. A 
print services partner will manage the budget efficiently 
and provide visibility into spending. 

2. Improved quality   

Inconsistency in quality can quickly tarnish the branding 
and image of any school or district. Maintaining 
consistency of high-quality print materials helps to 
convey professionalism to parents and the community, 
as well as teachers and other staff members. 

Quality issues requiring reprints and adjustments can 
create additional costs and delays, resulting in wasted 
resources. A reliable trusted partner can reduce or 
eliminate these issues and ensure all printed materials 
are consistently high quality. 

3. Reduced carbon footprint  

In the journey towards a greener future, transitioning 
to a print management partner can play a vital role in 
reducing the environmental impact of print materials. 
Professional print providers utilize the latest sustainable 
production methods and technologies, which minimize 
waste, while reducing costs and improving efficiency.  

A trusted partner can help reduce costs, improve quality, and improve sustainability

3 Advantages of Using a Print Services 
Partner for Your School or District
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Goodbye,
paper! 
Hello, secure online 
document management,
records processing,
enrollment, and lottery
solutions built for K-12.

Learn more at:
www.scribsoft.com or visit

FETC booth #2725

Learn more about best
practices and expert
tips for K-12 online
records management
and processing in this
FREE guide.
Scan the QR code with your 
smartphone to download now!

www.scribsoft.com
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The role of principals in student suc-
cess is immense but some educators 
may not quite comprehend the full 
breadth of a building leader’s influ-
ence on achievement.

For one, the principal’s impact on 
learning growth is “significantly larger 
in scope” than that of teachers, say 
the authors of “Redefining the Role of 
the Principal: Innovative Approaches 
to Empower School Leaders,” a new 
report from the Aspen Institute that 
looks at the new ways principals are 
being empowered by their districts.

That impact is magnified when 
principals create strong learning cli-
mates that promote high expectations 
for students and teachers, continuous 
analysis of student data and a culture 
of accountability, the researchers 
assert. While the principal workforce 
is more diverse than it was 30 years 
ago—and is now majority female—it 
still does not reflect the racial-ethnic 

diversity of the student population.
Moreover, a staggering 85% of 

principals reported high levels of 
stress compared to just a little more 
than a third of the general workforce 
that said the same. Finally, principal 
turnover leads to teacher turnover, 
which can also depress student 
achievement. “While teachers are fac-
ing formidable challenges right now, 
districts cannot afford to lose sight 
of school leaders,” the researchers 
counseled in the report.

Against this backdrop, states and 
districts are taking steps to redefine 
and empower principals.

REDEFINING THE ROLE 
OF PRINCIPALS

The Aspen Institute’s researchers 
detailed what four districts and one 
state are doing to help principals 
improve their craft and focus on 
instructional leadership. The report 

also notes “why principals love” each 
of the initiatives:

1. More capacity to focus on 
strategic priorities, District 
of Columbia Public Schools: A 
newly created, school-level leader-
ship position—the director of strat-
egy and logistics—oversees admin-
istrative tasks such as operations, 
enrollment, facilities, security, 
food and nutrition, and inventory. 
This frees principals up to work on 
academics, culture and climate.

“Prior to the creation of this 
position, principals in DCPS 
reported spending nearly half of 
their time on building manage-
ment, and teachers reported a 
lack of administrative support as 
a primary reason for departure,” 
Aspen’s researchers wrote.
Why principals love it: They 
have more time to focus on 
instructional leadership and 
other strategic priorities.

2. Responsive PD for principals, 
Cleveland Metropolitan School 
District: Professional develop-
ment now zeroes in on areas where 
principals have the most impact. 
PD has shifted from procedural 
updates and compliance to teach-
ing, learning and leadership. Also, 
the district’s PD provider regularly 
collects feedback from principals 
and assistant principals on content 
and scheduling.
Why principals love it: Princi-
pals’ feedback helped create “rigor-
ous and relevant learning oppor-
tunities.” Principals are now confi-
dent student achievement is also a 
priority for district leadership.

3. Support from content spe-
cialists, Tulsa Public Schools: 

5 ways principals’ roles are 
being redefined
“While teachers are facing formidable challenges right now, 
districts cannot afford to lose sight of school leaders,” says 
a new report.

BEYONDBEYOND TH
Enewsnews

CONTINUED ON PAGE 9

https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/redefining-the-principalship/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/redefining-the-principalship/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/redefining-the-principalship/
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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.
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Plan your spaces around your 
specifi c educational goals.
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expert guidance.
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1-800-260-2776      |      www.SchoolOutfi tters.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

www.schooloutfitters.com
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Teams of content specialists now 
provide principals and princi-
pal supervisors with additional 
expertise. Principals also have 
access to a “School Partner 
Team” of central office admin-
istrators and, early in their 
careers, leadership development 
coaches. School Partner Teams 
analyze school-level data, deter-
mine strategic shifts and offer 
PD to improve outcomes.
Why principals love it: School 
Partner Teams serve as thought 
partners and content experts to 
expand principals’ capacity. Con-
tent leaders synthesize data to 
help principals make informed 
decisions.

4. Differentiated professional 
learning for principals, Long 
Beach Unified School District: 
Differentiated professional 
development covers “competen-
cies and leadership dispositions 
that effective principals should 
demonstrate and the subse-
quent support principals need to 
achieve those competencies.”
Why principals love it: Prin-
cipals receive support from 
coaches or principal supervisors 
who are former principals.

5. Evaluating readiness through 
authentic tasks, Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary 
and Secondary Education: 
The “Performance Assessment 
for Leaders” measures school 
leadership candidates’ skills in 
evaluating teacher effectiveness, 
analyzing data and creating a 
professional learning community.
Why principals love it: The 
assessment prepares principals 
by emphasizing technical and 
adaptive skills.

—Matt Zalaznick

To date, California and Oregon are 
the only two states in the country 
that have offered official guidance on 
artificial intelligence to school dis-
tricts, something that teachers have 
been pleading for as they’ve yet to 
become comfortable enough to use it 
in the classroom.

That’s according to new research 
from the Center on Reinventing 
Public Education, a research organi-
zation at Arizona State University’s 
Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College. 
The organization requested updates 
from all 51 states on their approach 
to AI guidance, and besides the two 
that have already offered school sup-
port in this area, an additional 11 
say they’re in the process of develop-
ing guidance; 21 states have pro-
vided details about their approach 
but don’t plan to offer schools any 
guidance in the foreseeable future; 
And the remaining 17 (or one-third) 
didn’t respond to the CRPE’s request 

How to offer guidance  
for using AI in education
“The longer states wait to provide guidance, the more 
ground they’ll have to cover when they do—and AI isn’t 
waiting for anyone,” a recent analysis reads.

and don’t have any guidance publicly 
available at the moment.

While there’s still significant 
progress to be made, it’s a consider-
able shift in development consider-
ing the CRPE’s last national scan 
revealed that not a single state had 
released any official communication 
supporting schools as they learn 
to navigate AI. Yet, a majority of 
states still have no plans to modify 
their strategies for AI guidance for 
schools this year.

HOW TWO STATES ARE LEADING 
THE WAY
Most guidance surrounding AI in 
education focuses primarily on the 
ethical and equity implications, 
recommendations for students and 
teachers and best practices that aim 
to enhance instruction, according 
to the CRPE’s analysis. Take, for 
instance, California and Oregon. 

CONTINUED FROM 7

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

https://crpe.org/ai-disrupt-ed-13-states/
https://crpe.org/ai-disrupt-ed-13-states/
https://www.the74million.org/article/review-finds-states-slow-to-give-guidance-on-how-teachers-schools-should-use-ai/
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Thursday, Nov. 30, 2023, marked 
one year since the public release of 
OpenAI’s ChatGPT, the artificially 
intelligent chatbot that’s taken the 
education world by storm. What 
once was a terrifying unknown 
entity capable of allowing students 
to breeze their way through course-
work with little consideration for 
academic integrity is now an excit-
ing edtech tool that has immense 
potential to enhance student learn-
ing. Companies like Microsoft have 
already incorporated AI into many 
of their learning tools, like “Reading 
Progress,” a free program available 
in Microsoft Teams that assesses 
students’ reading proficiency in real 
time and provides actionable feed-
back. Despite this adoption among 
tech companies and educators, one 
fact remains: Students and educa-
tors need guidance.

That’s the consensus of Annie 
Chechitelli, chief product officer 

Happy anniversary ChatGPT 
How has generative AI impacted K12 education? 
According to data from Turnitin, the company has flagged 
at least four million student papers for containing 80% of 
content likely written by AI.

at Turnitin, a popular plagiarism 
detection tool used by schools across 
the country.

According to data shared 
with District Administration, Tur-
nitin has analyzed more than 142 
million student-authored papers for 
evidence of AI writing. Among those 
submissions, nearly 10 million were 
flagged, as 20% of their content was 
likely written by AI. Furthermore, 
another four million were flagged 
because 80% of their content was 
produced by AI.

“While many educators were sur-
prised by the debut of generative AI 
tools and how quickly it impacted 
education, at Turnitin we were not 
surprised,” Chechitelli said in a state-
ment. “Prior to the launch of ChatGPT, 
Turnitin had already recognized the 
potential impact and began investing 
in AI writing detection to ensure we 

Here’s how they’re supporting 
school districts this year:

CALIFORNIA
The state’s guidance, Artificial 
Intelligence: Learning with AI, 
Learning about AI, identifies 
equity and bias as two primary 
issues educators may face. Addi-
tionally, California describes how 
AI could help bridge the equity and 
diversity workforce gap, particu-
larly in STEM fields.

“By integrating AI education 
with a focus on diversity and inclu-
sion, we can pave the way for a 
more equitable future in these dis-
ciplines,” the guidance reads.

It also offers district leaders some 
recommendations on how to evalu-
ate AI systems and encourages them 
to develop AI computer science 
standards for schools.

OREGON
Oregon’s Generative Artificial Intel-
ligence (AI) in K12 Classrooms 
document highlights the potential 
implications surrounding equity 
and offers a variety of strategies to 
address its impacts. It also discusses 
some data privacy implications, how 
to use AI to support students and 
teachers and addresses policy con-
siderations for district leaders.

This research comes soon after 
the Biden administration issued an 
executive order on AI, which will lead 
to updated resources and guidance 
from the Department of Education 
for schools across the U.S. But that 
won’t be for another year, the CRPE 
notes. For now, it’s up to the states to 
encourage responsible and equitable 
use of AI in school systems.

“The longer that states wait to 
provide guidance, the more ground 
they’ll have to cover when they do—
and AI isn’t waiting for anyone,” the 
analysis concludes.

— Micah Ward

BEYONDBEYOND TH
Enewsnews

CONTINUED FROM 9
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https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/training/educator-center/product-guides/reading-progress/
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/training/educator-center/product-guides/reading-progress/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1k8kjbLRolKOB7pu5s4wh-4_CufUNJEAI/view?pli=1
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1k8kjbLRolKOB7pu5s4wh-4_CufUNJEAI/view?pli=1
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1k8kjbLRolKOB7pu5s4wh-4_CufUNJEAI/view?pli=1
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/educator-resources/teachingcontent/Documents/ODE_Generative_Artificial_Intelligence_(AI)_in_K-12_Classrooms_2023.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/educator-resources/teachingcontent/Documents/ODE_Generative_Artificial_Intelligence_(AI)_in_K-12_Classrooms_2023.pdf
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Propel Your Schools Forward! 

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

www.FETC.org
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Visit DiscoverSora.com to see why over
61,000 schools have partnered with Sora.

And visit us at FETC—Booth 2940

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

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

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

www.DiscoverSora.com
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Open and honest communication 
is the cornerstone of robust and 
productive superintendent-school 
board relationships, most superin-
tendents know. But some commonly 
made mistakes can drive relations 
off the rails.

An effective way to prevent dis-
ruptions is for superintendents to 
strike “social contracts” with their 
school boards, counsels Robert L. 
Long III, the division director for 
board development services at the 

4 mistakes that can derail a 
superintendent’s relationship 
with their school board
An effective way to prevent disruptions is for 
superintendents and school boards to strike “social 
contracts” that cover everyone’s commitments.

Texas Association of School Boards. 
These contracts cover everyone’s 
commitments, how conflicts will be 
resolved and how the superintendent 
and members expect to be treated, 
among other issues.

“It’s incumbent on the 
superintendent—they’re the 
community’s leader for education 
and the education experts,” Long 
says. “It’s important for them to 

would help provide educators with 
a tool that works alongside both an 
instructors’ expertise in assessing 
students’ work as well as academic 
integrity policies.”

It’s a trend that also impacts the 
higher education landscape. Accord-
ing to a recent survey from Tyton 
Partners in partnership with Turni-
tin, nearly half of college students 
surveyed are “regular users” of AI. 
Additionally, 75% of students said 
they’ll continue relying on it regard-
less of whether their professors or 
institutions ban it.

These findings come at a time 
when OpenAI, the makers of Chat-
GPT, is encouraging schools to use 
its technology in their classrooms.

According to reports 
from Reuters, the company is 
exploring how its chatbot can be 
used for classroom lessons. At a 
conference in San Francisco, Chief 
Operating Officer Brad Lightcap said 
they’ll form a team to explore its 
educational applications.

“Most teachers are trying to figure 
out ways to incorporate (ChatGPT) 
into the curriculum and into the 
way they teach,” Lightcap said at the 
INSEAD Americas Conference earlier 
this month. “We at OpenAI are trying 
to help them think through the prob-
lem and we probably next year will 
establish a team with the sole intent of 
doing that.”

School districts, too, are recon-
sidering their initial concerns sur-
rounding cheating with the chatbot. 
According to The New York Times, 
school districts like Walla Walla 
Public Schools have hosted daylong 
workshops on AI chatbots to inform 
teachers about the technology.

“I do want students to learn to use 
it,” one teacher told The New York 
Times. “They are going to grow up in a 
world where this is the norm.”

—Micah Ward

BEYONDBEYOND TH
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https://www.tasb.org/home.aspx
https://tytonpartners.com/app/uploads/2023/10/GenAI-IN-HIGHER-EDUCATION-FALL-2023-UPDATE-TIME-FOR-CLASS-STUDY.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/technology/openai-explores-how-get-chatgpt-into-classrooms-2023-11-16/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/24/business/schools-chatgpt-chatbot-bans.html


14 | January/February 2023 DistrictAdministration.com

TRANSFORMATION  
STARTS NOW!

IMPROVE  
EVERY FACET OF  
TEACHING & LEARNING

Educators have trusted Conscious 
Discipline with their professional 
development for more than 25 years. 

Conscious Discipline is a trauma-
responsive, evidence-based approach to 
self-regulation, wellness and school culture.

Join us at a nationwide event 
to see what makes Conscious 

Discipline’s PD different, 
effective, sustainable  

and relevant.

Scan here  
for EVENTS!

Begin your transformational journey. 

Contact Transformation@

ConsciousDiscipline.com or visit

ConsciousDiscipline.com

Scan here for  
DISTRICT SUCCESS!

OUR 2024 EVENT 
 LINEUP IS LIVE ONLINE!

www.consciousdiscipline.com


DistrictAdministration.com  January/February 2024 | 15

BEYONDBEYOND TH
Enewsnews

operations while they help get the 
school board back on track.

2. Sink-or-swim mindset: 
Superintendents shouldn’t leave 
new board members on their 
own to get a handle on their 
responsibilities. Superintendents 
should see themselves as a guide, 
coach and mentor to members, 
whose role on the board may not 
be a first priority (compared to 
their day jobs). Superintendents 
should provide clear and concise 
information to prevent school 
board members from falling prey 
to rumors and misinformation. 
Board members may need even 
more guidance when reviewing 
student and school data.

3. Overlooking onboarding: 
Superintendents should ensure 
districts have comprehensive 

onboarding plans for new school 
board members. It should cover 
everything from roles and 
responsibilities to giving mem-
bers contact information for all 
the personnel with whom they 
are going to work.

4. Not getting involved in elec-
tions: Superintendents, board 
presidents and members can 
hold a meeting with all candi-
dates to go over responsibili-
ties, operating procedures and 
ethics, among other big issues. 
“It provides a level of transpar-
ency in the community that 
nobody’s hiding anything,” Long 
concludes. “It also provides can-
didates with an understanding 
of what they are getting them-
selves into and other ways to be 
engaged with schools.”

— Matt Zalaznick

“I want board members to see themselves in our plan and in our work,  
and to give them credit when we make big things happen.”

make sure there are guidelines and 
guardrails up.”

A key to this collaboration is 
reaching a consensus in the com-
munity. “It’s important for the 
superintendent to work with the 
board to define what consensus 
looks like,” Long adds. “Is it a 7-0 
vote? Is it a split vote and, if so, are 
we OK with that?”

Strategic planning is an ideal 
project for superintendent-school 
board collaboration, says Brian 
Nichols, superintendent of New Kent 
County Public Schools in Virginia. 
He intends to have conversations 
with school board members as the 
district rolls out its strategic plan-
ning in January. “I want board mem-
bers to see themselves in our plan 
and in our work, and to give them 
credit when we make big things hap-
pen,” Nichols says.

SCHOOL BOARD RELATIONSHIPS: 
4 ROADBLOCKS

Here are four mistakes that Long 
says are often the culprit when super-
intendents stumble in their relation-
ships with their school boards:

1. Trying to avoid conflict: Super-
intendents may try to stay out of 
the way when board members fall 
into conflict. Superintendents, 
in these cases, may leave it to 
the board president to fix or feel 
inclined to turn their attention 
to “schoolwork,” such as instruc-
tional issues and other campus 
problem-solving. Superintendents 
should be able to rely on members 
of their cabinet and other admin-
istrations to handle day-to-day 

CONTINUED FROM 13
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Student discipline continues to have 
an outsize impact on certain stu-
dents, particularly Black boys and 
girls and students with disabilities. 
These groups, along with white and 
multi-racial boys, are suspended and 
expelled at rates that remain higher 
than their shares of total K12 enroll-
ment, the latest data shows.

At the same time, solutions are 
emerging and evolving as K12 leaders 
work to reverse the trend and elimi-
nate the school-to-prison pipeline.

“We cannot be complacent when 
the data repeatedly tells us that the 
race, sex, or disability of students 
continue to dramatically impact 

Student discipline
The latest numbers and 8 evolving solutions.

everything from access to advanced 
placement courses to the availability 
of school counselors to the use of 
exclusionary and traumatic disci-
plinary practices,” U.S. Secretary of 
Education Miguel Cardona said in a 
recent statement.

DISCIPLINARY DISPARITIES

Black boys are more than twice as 
likely to be suspended than their 
white male classmates, according 
to a November report from the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office 
for Civil Rights.

Overall, about 638,700 students 
were suspended (out-of-school) at 

least once and about 28,300 were 
expelled in the most recent year for 
which national data was available, 
2020-21. Black students, among 
other groups, are also overrepre-
sented when it comes to arrests and 
law enforcement referrals:
•  Black students represented 15% of 

K12 enrollment, but 18% of stu-
dents referred to law enforcement 
and 22% of students subjected to a 
school-related arrest.

•  White students represented 46% 
of enrollment, but 55% of students 
referred to law enforcement and 
47% of students subjected to a 
school-related arrest.

•  Students with disabilities repre-
sented 17% of enrollment, but 
27% of students referred to law 
enforcement and 28% of students 
subjected to a school-related 

https://ocrdata.ed.gov/
https://ocrdata.ed.gov/
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arrest. They also accounted for 
29% of students who were sus-
pended at least once and 21% of 
those who were expelled.

•  Boys, Black students, students of 
two or more races, and students 
with disabilities were subjected to 
restraints and seclusion at dispro-
portionate rates.

Districts reported approximately 
274,700 school offenses in 2020-21, 
the large majority of which were 
“threats of physical attack without 
a weapon,” About 180 schools (less 
than 1%) reported at least one school 
shooting and about 100 schools 
reported a homicide of a student or 
staff member, the Department of 
Education reported.

“PEACE-BUILDING CIRCLES”

New solutions are emerging and 
other practices are being refined 
right alongside the troubling 

numbers. In November, a leading 
civil rights group aimed to 
dismantle the school-to-prison 
pipeline. Learning for Justice, an 
initiative of the Southern Poverty 
Law Center, released several 
resources for school leaders 
who want to reform disciplinary 
practices in their districts.

“Educators and families can 
advocate for and implement prac-
tices that prioritize mental health 
and well-being and do not push chil-
dren out of the classroom,” says the 
nonprofit, which shared the follow-
ing ideas and articles:
1. A community “Freedom School” 

model embraces transformative 
practices to strengthen relation-
ships.

2. A tool kit for using peace-build-
ing circles.

3. “Decarceration” gives educators 
a key role in ending discipline 
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that criminalizes youth with 
trauma-informed practices and 
other reforms.

4. “It Was Always About Control”: 
Why class management that’s 
based on compliance is at the root 
of discipline that harms young 
people.

5. School safety without police is 
an effort to advocate for students’ 
dignity.

6. How leaders can work with par-
ent-led grassroots organizations 
that want to end punitive school 
discipline policies.

7. From slavery to school disci-
pline: Examining the connection 
between school discipline and 
the history of slavery can help 
schools affirm and protect Black 
students.

8. A webinar on trauma-responsive 
education.

—Matt Zalaznick

https://www.learningforjustice.org/what-is-the-schooltoprison-pipeline-and-how-do-we-disrupt-it
https://www.learningforjustice.org/what-is-the-schooltoprison-pipeline-and-how-do-we-disrupt-it
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/spring-2023/healing-through-restoration-and-transformation
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/toolkit-peace-building-circles
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/toolkit-peace-building-circles
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/fall-2022/decarceration-begins-with-school-discipline-reform
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/spring-2021/it-was-always-about-control
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/fall-2021/envisioning-school-safety-without-police
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/parents-push-for-student-safety
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/parents-push-for-student-safety
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/spring-2022/from-slavery-to-school-discipline
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/spring-2022/from-slavery-to-school-discipline
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/spring-2022/from-slavery-to-school-discipline
https://www.learningforjustice.org/professional-development/webinars/traumaresponsive-education-supporting-students-and-yourself
https://www.learningforjustice.org/professional-development/webinars/traumaresponsive-education-supporting-students-and-yourself
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Americans gain an average of eight pounds over 
the holidays each year. Before switching to a fad 
diet, consider a loftier weight loss goal: $122 bil-

lion. Since the beginning of Elementary and Secondary 
School Emergency Relief (ESSER) we have been warn-
ing that when FY24 arrived, executive leadership teams 
would need to be ready to shed initiatives they can’t 
sustain and report on their return on investment (ROI). 
Teams must also maintain initiatives that produce learn-
ing on investment (LOI).

As we travel the country, we’ve been increasingly wor-
ried that superintendents and boards are waiting too long 
to confront the upcoming fiscal cliff. The reporting season is 
here, as the U.S. Department of Education released financial 
reporting dates as early as March 2024 for all states.

Chief financial officers and grants administration leaders 
have been patching budgets with one-time fixes as schools 
returned from pandemic disruptions. Year-to-year, short-
term solutions are not only causing the avoidance of hard 
decisions about the loss of ESSER funds but, we’d argue, 
they are also masking deeper, longer-term crises such as 
declining student enrollment, an educator workforce that 
is too large to sustain, and instructional offerings that are 
too diffuse to close learning gaps. It’s like going on a fad diet 
rather than making the necessary lifestyle changes.

Like getting to a healthy and sustainable weight, you’ll 
need to adjust both your intake and your level of activity. 
Communicating a compelling vision of success shared 
with a wide range of stakeholders will ensure better re-
sults, more satisfied families and educators, and predict-
able fiscal planning.

MEASURING INVESTMENT
ROI is a financial metric used to evaluate the profitability 
or efficiency of an investment relative to its cost. ROI is 
measured by dividing a company’s net profit by its initial 
investment and then multiplying the result by 100 to ex-
press the ratio as a percentage. But how to measure learn-
ing on investment (LOI)?

An LOI measure divides net student learning gains 
by the investment needed to generate that gain. This is a 
versatile process that can be applied to various scenarios, 
such as evaluating the performance of academic interven-
tions, assessing the effectiveness of training programs, or 
comparing curricula. It guides decision-makers as they 
allocate resources effectively and informs choices about 
where to invest time, money and effort. It also identifies 
initiatives that need to be strategically shed to make room 
for fresh approaches based on the current needs of stu-
dents, families and our workforce.

The End of ESSER
Short-term fixes = long-term crises. It’s time to address the looming fiscal cliff.

BY DANA GODEK AND MICHAEL MOORE

https://www.aasa.org/resources/resource/school-district-spending-of-american-rescue-plan-funding
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/10/31/2023-23972/submission-of-data-by-state-educational-agencies-submission-dates-for-state-revenue-and-expenditure?utm_campaign=subscription+mailing+list&utm_medium=email&utm_source=federalregister.gov
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/10/31/2023-23972/submission-of-data-by-state-educational-agencies-submission-dates-for-state-revenue-and-expenditure?utm_campaign=subscription+mailing+list&utm_medium=email&utm_source=federalregister.gov
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THE FUNDAMENTAL CHALLENGE OF 
PUBLIC SERVICES

“Public services”—road maintenance, public safety and 
K12 education, for example—don’t have a “profit motive.” 
That absence makes it challenging but not impossible to 
measure the effectiveness of a public service. Historically, 
a particular public service will expand in scale or scope in 
response to political pressure and will be reduced or con-
strained when resources (usually tax dollars) are limited.

This push-pull dynamic can be seen as a back-and-
forth between resiliency and efficiency. Resiliency in this 
context is the ability to respond quickly to things that 
aren’t predictable, such as post-pandemic student learn-
ing loss. Efficiency is simply getting the “most bang for the 
buck” in the most expedient ways.

There’s a negative correlation between resiliency and ef-
ficiency: when one goes up, the other goes down. Think of 
restaurants: they plan for efficiency, but customer volume 
is unpredictable and some diners want changes to what’s 
on the menu. School systems are facing similar changes 
with volume (enrollments) and modifications (requests for 
new services such as intervention and student well-being). 
That’s the challenge presented by the fiscal cliff.

ESSER was intended to improve the resiliency of K12 
operations, providing for 1:1 technology, increased staff-
ing, facility upgrades, and innovative methods and mate-
rials. The narrative of ESSER’s expiration is: “We gave you 
additional resources to help you through the pandemic 
and return to school. These resources improved your 
resiliency but reduced your efficiency. That’s not sustain-
able. Now we need you to continue moving toward a ‘new 
normal’ by improving your efficiency and to do that, we 
need to reduce your resilience.”

THIS SUPERINTENDENT’S CHALLENGE
While CFOs and federal programs directors have done a 
good job guiding districts through the last three years of 
budget tailoring, now it’s time for superintendents, cabi-
net members and board members to take a longer-term, 
strategic approach to ensure that only the most effective 
strategies—those with the strongest LOI—are retained as 
resiliency is drained from the system.

Researchers of corporate governance refer to this as 
“repositioning the core” of the business. LOI is not as clear-
cut as ROI. Superintendents are subjected to more public 
scrutiny and political pressure than corporate CEOs. As 
such, it’s important to design a comprehensive decision-

making model, maximize appropriate stakeholder engage-
ment, push for data-driven decisions, prioritize equity, and 
communicate a clear and compelling vision of the future 
emphasizing the investment, not the reductions.

This will test even the most experienced superinten-
dents. In our next article, we will offer practical, actionable 
ideas on how to get this done. But before you stop eating all 
carbs, push your team to show the data wins for each initia-
tive. It will become very clear quickly: If you can’t put it on 
a scale, it’s going to derail the weight loss. 

“We gave you additional resources to help you through the pandemic 
and return to school. These resources improved your resiliency but 

reduced your efficiency. That’s not sustainable."

Dr. Dana Godek is a seasoned expert in edu-
cational policy, social wellness, and community 
engagement. Her extensive career encompasses 
roles as a teacher, public school administrator, na-
tional researcher, and leader in federal and state 
policy. In her current role as the CEO of EduSolve, 
she applies her wealth of experience tackling intri-
cate educational challenges in collaboration with 
local communities. Dana is a dedicated policy ad-
visor to the Collaborative for Social and Emotional 
Learning and serves as a data currency advisor to 
Credential Engine. She has contributed her exper-
tise as a board member of the National Associa-
tion for Federal and State Program Administrators 
and is a sought-after keynote speaker on matters 
related to federal investment in public education. 
Dana holds a doctorate in organizational leader-
ship with a specialization in public policy and is a 
certified fundraising executive.

Michael Moore has been a national leadership 
and organizational development consultant and 
executive coach for 20 years, following a successful 
career as a high school principal and Superinten-
dent of Schools. He works in school districts with 
"directors and above" to prioritize strategy, manage 
change and build organizational capacity. As an 
expert in principal supervision and development, Mi-
chael co-designs culturally responsive, job-embed-
ded leadership pathways and support models. As 
an expert in talent strategy and team building, he 
coaches executives and their teams across a wide 
range of organizations. Michael is a partner at the 
Urban Schools Human Capital Academy and works 
frequently with the Partnership for Leaders in Edu-
cation at the UVA Darden School of Business.

https://hbr.org/2019/09/the-top-20-business-transformations-of-the-last-decade
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Almost as important as projects and priorities in the 
latest round of strategic plans are the increasingly 
sophisticated and user-friendly ways in which dis-

tricts are presenting their visions on their websites.
The Poudre School District in Colorado highlights each 

of its three big goals on its web page.
When it comes to priorities, graduation is no longer the 

goal in the latest wave of strategic plans. Superintendents 
and their teams are increasingly expanding their focus to 
ensuring their graduates find academic and professional 
success after completing high school. “To empower and 
inspire our students to achieve academic excellence and 
make a positive contribution to the world,” is the mission 
set by Superintendent Lewis Brooks and Shelby County 
Schools in Alabama.

The visions laid out by K12 leaders in the second half 
of 2023 also cover school safety, staff development and fa-
cilities upgrades, among other major pillars. Here’s what 
those strategic plans look like online and a few details 
about the paths charted by district leaders:

ALBUQUERQUE PUBLIC SCHOOLS (NEW MEXICO)
Albuquerque’s plan is mapped out across four clickable 
categories—goals, rules of the road, strategic priorities 
and “our work.” Rules of the road lists the rules the dis-
trict has set for itself, such as providing students with 
wraparound support, allocating resources equitably and 
supporting staff through professional development and 
giving employees a bigger role in decision-making. “Our 
Work” is a series of stories and photos of student and 

Bolder visions:  
What 6 new strategic plans look like online
Graduation is no longer the goal in the latest wave of strategic plans. Superintendents and 
their teams are expanding their focus to ensure graduates find academic and professional 
success after high school.

BY MATT ZALAZNICK

https://www.aps.edu/about-us/emerging-stronger
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school achievements and activities.

BILLINGS PUBLIC SCHOOLS (MONTANA)
Four strategic priorities are listed in drop-down menus that 
lay out Billings’ goals, accompanied by expected outcomes. 
Under one priority, foster a safe and positive environment, 
Billings leaders plan to increase parent and family involve-
ment by creating a “Family Friendly School Program.” 
Among the outcomes the district is striving for are increas-
ing enrollment in dual-credit and AP courses, and raising 
the number of students who earn career certifications.

CEDAR RAPIDS COMMUNITY 
SCHOOL DISTRICT (IOWA)

Cedar Rapids relies on graphics, namely hardhats, to il-
lustrate the four pillars of its plan. Each pillar is linked 
to a set of “strategic anchors”—for instance, “Energize 
the Staff” is underpinned by diversity and cultural com-
petence, development and promotion, stable attendance 
and staff efficacy.

CHARLES COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
(MARYLAND)

A “Strategic Plan Data Dashboard” covers Charles County’s 
three leading priorities: student learning and achievement; 
access and opportunities; and culture and climate. The 
district provides the metrics leaders are tracking under 

each priority. Culture and climate, for example, are being 
assessed by the number of suspensions and referrals, par-
ticipation in extracurricular activities, and the completion 
of school improvement plans, among other data.

POUDRE SCHOOL DISTRICT (COLORADO)
Literacy, mental health and belonging, and graduating with 
options are the Denver-area district’s three big priorities—
and each has its own web page that details projects and 
goals. Under “Graduate With Options,” the district will up-
date its graduation requirements to better support multiple 
post-secondary pathways, covering college, the workforce 
and the military. It will also tackle chronic absenteeism 
and give middle school principals more time to collaborate 
around student readiness and grading practices.

SHELBY COUNTY SCHOOLS (ALABAMA)
Shelby County’s plan is driven by five “commitments”—
innovation, community partnerships, leadership devel-
opment, recruitment and retention, and organizational 
commitment. That last commitment covers getting 
buy-in for the strategic plan by communicating goals 
clearly and fostering a stronger culture of teamwork. The 
district is also pledging to maintain two-way communi-
cations with its stakeholders, provide staff with opportu-
nities for continuous professional growth and prioritize 
fiscal responsibility. 

Safe and Cost-Efficient Student Journeys
Using smaller vehicles, alternative student transportation 
helps school districts:

Learn more at everdriven.com

Save an average of 20%-30% on 
transportation costs 

Ensure that students with special 
needs get to school safely

E�ciently meet the needs of 
McKinney-Vento students

https://crschools.us/about/strategic-plan/
https://www.ccboe.com/academics/strategic-plan-data-dashboard
https://strategicplan.psdschools.org/
https://strategicplan.psdschools.org/graduate-options
https://www.shelbyed.k12.al.us/page/vision
www.everdriven.com
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As the world emerges from the lingering shadows 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the educational sec-
tor faces an unexpected and ongoing aftershock: 

dramatic leadership churn at all levels. For the first time 
in our profession’s history, there has been an alarming 
rate of retirements and lateral moves within administra-
tive positions, all happening in quick succession. While 
personnel transitions are not uncommon in any field, 
the factors contributing to this sweeping change are both 
diverse and interconnected.

The most obvious cause is the immediate aftermath 
of the pandemic. Leaders who took the helm during 
the crisis now face the stress of “rebuilding” rather 
than “sustaining” school systems. The shift has been 
significant, requiring a completely different skill set. 
Those who stepped up to lead during the pandemic faced 
unimaginable challenges, from shifting to remote learn-
ing almost overnight to implementing safety protocols, 
all while keeping the educational machinery running.

However, as the world transitions to a post-pandemic 

phase, the leadership stressors have evolved from crisis 
management to reconstruction. Now, the task is not 
just to keep the ship afloat but to potentially redesign it 
altogether. This shift in responsibility and focus is sig-
nificant and calls for a wholly different skill set. Where 
once the emphasis might have been on maintaining 
established curricula and administrative processes, the 
priority now includes reimagining educational delivery, 
reevaluating long-standing policies and, perhaps most 
crucially, rebuilding community trust.

Thus, the role has expanded in scope and complexity, 
requiring educational leaders to be not just managers, 
but visionaries, strategists and architects of a new, more 
resilient system. Additionally, societal polarization has 
infiltrated school boards and administrative discussions, 
adding an emotional toll to an already exhaustive list of 
responsibilities.

The ever-growing technical demands, including the 
incorporation of artificial intelligence in educational set-
tings, are an added burden. This is not a value statement 

Navigating leadership churn
A 3-part guide for a future-ready education system.

BY QUINTIN SHEPHERD
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of good or bad, simply a recognition of resource con-
sumption. The paradigm shift in required skills has trig-
gered a need for rapid learning and adaptability.

Finally, the gradual transition of the baby boomer 
generation into retirement has opened up positions but 
has also taken away decades of experience and institu-
tional knowledge. All of these elements create a perfect 
storm for leadership volatility.

“TURTLES ON FENCEPOSTS”: 
THE LEADERSHIP CHURN CHALLENGE

Many years ago, in my first year as a superintendent, 
I had a mentor who told me I was a “turtle on a fence-
post.” He made two important points. First, a turtle in 
this position didn’t get there by itself. Second, it is only a 
matter of time until they will be knocked off!

He was a gruff, plainspoken and brilliant man. His 
point was well taken and stands true today. The current 
scenario can aptly be described as a multitude of “turtles 
on fenceposts,” and paints a vivid picture.

It is helpful to remember that like a turtle on a fence-
post, we understand that many of the new leaders didn’t 
reach their positions without external help. Moreover, 
like the turtle precariously positioned, they are vulner-
able and will eventually need additional support to 
remain in place and be effective.

The challenge at hand is dual-layered. On one level, 
new leaders often lack the technical skills required to 
navigate complex educational ecosystems. This gap may 
include a lack of understanding of legal frameworks, 
budgetary planning or the integration of new technolo-
gies. On another level, these individuals could benefit 
immensely from executive coaching, aimed at honing 
soft skills like effective communication, decision-mak-
ing, and leadership philosophy. 

This is not a slight on their capabilities but rather an 
acknowledgment of the unique and challenging times 
we are in. Even the most competent leaders can benefit 
from mentorship and continuous learning to navigate 
these unprecedented challenges. We find ourselves at a 
unique crossroads: We have never needed technical and 
executive support more than now, and we are seeing a 
mass exodus of the support we so desperately need.

SUPPORT SYSTEMS: 
STATE ASSOCIATIONS AND BEYOND

Traditionally, state educational associations have 
served as invaluable support systems, offering localized 
solutions and resources. These support systems and 

resources are critical for our success within a local and 
state context. However, the modern challenges necessi-
tate a more expansive support network as well—one that 
transcends state boundaries. It is important to point out, 
I am not describing a “supplant” mindset but a “supple-
ment” mindset.

District Administration Leadership Institute (DALI) 
provides a well-rounded approach to this leadership 
support. Many leaders are first introduced to DALI at a 
national event, where they find a mix of technical best 
practices, a showcase of available industry resources, 
and a healthy dose of thought leadership. Those who 
dive deeper into the DALI culture recognize the oppor-
tunity to secure customized support. You can learn more 
about this through the website or by contacting any of 
the folks at DALI.

CALL TO ACTION: 
THE IMPERATIVE OF SEEKING SUPPORT

Navigating the current leadership landscape without 
a safety net is not just risky—it’s imprudent. The only 
wrong move in this volatile environment is not to seek 
support. Whether through state associations or national 
institutes like DALI, school leaders have multiple ave-
nues for acquiring the tools they need to succeed.

Your leadership journey is not one you must walk 
alone. Tap into these support systems to provide your 
schools, your staff and ultimately, your students, with the 
resilient and adaptive leadership they need. Accept that 
the dynamics of educational leadership are in flux and 
that leaning on a support network is not a sign of weak-
ness but a step towards collective strength and stability.

Let us shed the precariousness of being a ‘turtle on a 
fencepost’ by actively seeking support and mentorship. 
Take the first step; reach out for the help that is readily 
available. Because in these turbulent times, collective 
wisdom and collaborative effort aren’t just advisable—
they’re indispensable. 

The task is not just to keep the ship afloat but to potentially redesign 
it altogether. This shift in responsibility and focus is significant and 

calls for a wholly different skill set.

Quintin “Q” Shepherd is a public school superintendent 
with 18 years of experience serving in three states. He 
began his career in education as a school custodian, 
became a PreK-12 music teacher, and served as an 
elementary principal before becoming a high school 
principal. Q is also an adjunct faculty at the University of 
Houston-Victoria and the author of the best-selling book, 
The Secret to Transformational Leadership, which has been 
widely celebrated for its insights into effective leadership.

https://daleadershipinstitute.com/
https://daleadershipinstitute.com/
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With more than 20 years of experience, FlexPoint knows that 

CTE offerings look different for every school and district 

based on student population and the employment landscape. 

Download our free guide to discover how to enhance your 

CTE program so it grows and adapts over time.
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LEVEL

UP
DOWNLOAD 
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FlexPoint™ is a trademark of Florida Virtual School.
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LEVEL UP CAREER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION  
to Prepare the Future Workforce

According to the U.S. Department of Education, 
students who focused on Career and Technical 
Education (CTE) courses while in high school had higher 
median annual earnings eight years after their expected 
graduation date than students who didn’t. A reason for 
this is that CTE courses gave them the opportunity to 
learn valuable workplace skills like communication and 
time management. 
 So, how can school and district leaders help ever-
evolving student populations graduate from high school 
and enter high-demand, high-wage jobs or continue 
with postsecondary education? Develop a long-term 
strategy for CTE that allows your program to grow and 
adapt over time. 
 To help, we’ve put together three ways you can 
enhance CTE offerings to ensure your decisions are 
driven by what employers want to see paired with what 
students are excited about. 

Provide Students with Opportunities to Gain 
Employability Skills and Industry Certifications 
With fewer students interested in completing a four-year 
degree and high-demand, high-wage job opportunities 
more readily available, it’s important that educators help 
students learn the technical skills needed while also 
teaching them the value of employability skills. 
 A great place to start is the U.S. Department 
of Education’s Employability Skills Framework, 
which includes three overarching skill categories 
for employability - applied knowledge, effective 
relationships, and workplace skills. The best way to 
ensure your students are grasping these skills is through 
different assignments, quizzes, and more. 
 CTE courses can also prepare students for industry 
certifications. They’re valuable to employers because 
they verify a job candidate’s technical skillset - giving 
your students a leg up when applying for jobs.

Partner with Career and Technical Student 
Organizations (CTSOs) 
CTSOs are an integral component of curriculum and 
instruction, building upon employability skills and 
concepts through the application and engagement 
of students in hands-on demonstrations and real-
life and/or work experiences. There are eight CTSOs, 
including DECA (formerly Distributive Education Clubs 
of America), TSA (Technology Student Association), and 
FFA (Future Farmers of America).
 Students within these organizations have the 
opportunity to gain real-world job experiences, 

including working with their peers, creating resumes, 
networking, and more. 

Refine and Expand Your Career and Technical 
Education Course Catalog
Just like the employment landscape changes, so do 
your students’ interests, which is why it’s critical to refine 
your CTE offerings each year. The top three questions to 
ask yourself every year include:

 • Over the next five years, what are the top three to 
  five occupations for your county/state? 
 • What employability skills are employers most  
  looking for in the next three years?
 • How has your student population changed over the 
  past year? 
 
 Once you answer these foundational questions, you 
can start looking at your current CTE course offerings. 
For example, if you’re a rural school or district and the 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics is estimating an increase 
in agriculture jobs over the next five years - do you have 
a program of study related to agriculture? If not, it may 
be time to start investing in that program of study.
 To help school and district leaders take their CTE 
program to the next level, our team developed a 
free guide.

Download the Free Guide at FlexPointEducation.com/CTEguide

FlexPoint™ and    ™ are trademarks of Florida Virtual School.

www.FlexPointEducation.com/CTEguide
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IS...
And

THE WINNER
At the final District 

Administration Leadership 
Institute (DALI) Superintendents 

Summit of 2023, some of the 
most extraordinary districts and 

leaders were recognized for 
their outstanding work.

SUPERINTENDENT OF THE YEAR

Dr. Alex Marrero,
DENVER PUBLIC SCHOOLS, CO

Dr. Marrero’s leadership journey exemplifies resil-
ience and unwavering determination. He rose from 
humble beginnings to become an influential leader 
in the field of education. Inspired by his mom, Dr. 
Marrero embarked on a mission to share his pas-
sion for learning with others. He has championed 
groundbreaking initiatives that have had a posi-
tive impact on academic performance and student 
achievement. Dr. Marrero’s story is one of determi-
nation and compassion; it teaches us that even in the 
face of adversity, we can be agents of change through 
our actions and our words. 
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https://www.pfu-us.ricoh.com/
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Kristin Brown
LAKE DALLAS INDEPENDENT SCHOOL DISTRICT, TX

Kristin has taught courses within the district to build a solid pipeline of leaders ready to 
take on the challenge of campus principals. Respected for her support of others, over the 
past 10 years she has mentored six women through their doctoral program and worked 
with them to ensure they were successful in passing the superintendent exam.

Ben Shuldiner
LANSING SCHOOL DISTRICT, MI

Ben has demonstrated a commitment to tackling the most formidable challenges, in-
cluding chronic attendance issues, low graduation rates and declining enrollment. He 
set ambitious goals for the district, effectively setting equally formidable challenges for 
himself. Under Ben’s visionary guidance, Lansing Schools has experienced a transforma-
tion that extends beyond our classrooms and into the heart of our community. 

Mike Van Sickle 
LOUISA- MUSCATINE COMMUNITY SCHOOL DISTRICT, IA

Mike Van Sickle has been described as a servant leader. His staff members know he is 
willing to do, help, guide, support and listen when responsibilities are put on their plate. 
Working closely with his administrative team to provide valued professional develop-
ment programming, Mike has been innovative in effecting school system change as well 
as enhancing academics and behavior.

Wayne Vickers 
ALABASTER CITY SCHOOLS, AL

Incorporating cutting-edge technology, personalized learning and STEM education into 
learning processes are among the initiatives championed by Dr. Vickers. His storied ca-
reer culminated with the success of Alabaster City Schools. Schools in the Alabaster zone 
had one National Board Certified Teacher in 2013. In 2023, there were 28. Reading pro-
ficiency for elementary students in 2013 was just 39.5%; today, that number stands at 
70%. Alabaster’s graduation rate was 89% in 2013. By the Class of 2023, the graduation 
rate had climbed to 99%. The list of accomplishments goes on, but perhaps his greatest 
achievement is his ability to maintain forward momentum wherever he leads.

ACADEMIC ACCELERATION

Fulton County Schools, GA

STUDENT AND ADULT WELLNESS

Poway Unified School District, CA

TECHNOLOGY

Tiverton Public Schools, RI

SUPERINTENDENT OF THE YEAR FINALISTS

COLLEGE AND CAREER PATHWAYS

Laurens County School District 55, SC

CREATIVE RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION

Warsaw Community Schools, IN

EQUITY AND INCLUSION

Spokane Washington, WA
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LEADHERSHIP AWARDS: WOMEN OF DISTINCTION

LEADERS OF DISTINCTION
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Maura Horgan
NEWARK CITY SCHOOLS, NJ

Kelly May-Vollmar
DESERT SANDS UNIFIED 
SCHOOL DISTRICT, CA

Jeanne Siegenthaler
RICHMOND SCHOOL DISTRICT, WI

Cherie Washington
FORT WORTH INDEPENDENT 

SCHOOL DISTRICT, TX

Atiya Perkins
LINDEN PUBLIC SCHOOLS, NJ

Matthew Frederickson
BOWLING GREEN R-1 SCHOOL DISTRICT, MO

Beverly Miller
GREENEVILLE CITY SCHOOLS, TN

Patrick Wnek
PUTNAM COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT, FL

Dr. Jose Dotres
MIAMI-DADE PUBLIC SCHOOLS, FL

Alex Haltom
HEMLOCK PUBLIC SCHOOLS, MI

Dr. Barbara Mullen
RUSH-HENRIETTA PUBLIC SCHOOLS, NY
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Student behavior 
and teacher 
shortages are 
among the list 
of challenges 
these two 
superintendents 
still face in their 
districts post-
pandemic.

BY MICAH WARD

WHAT’S IMPROVED AND 
WHICH ISSUES STILL LINGER?

K12IN
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The past few years have been nothing 
short of an eye-opener for educators 
and district leaders as they’ve battled 

unprecedented disruptions that have mani-
fested blips in what we know as “traditional” 
K12 education. From enrollment declines to 
political intervention—and of course, a global 
pandemic—superintendents are in the thick 
of a new era of the superintendency. Now, the 
question is: How is the 2023-24 school year 
treating leaders?

BARRIERS TO LEARNING
The pandemic revealed to many the sheer 
importance of equipping students with reli-

able education technology and connectivity. 
Richard Surrency, superintendent of the 
Putnam County School District in Florida 
and the state’s 2023 Superintendent of the 
Year, says it made learning difficult for his 
students.

“Both students and staff faced challenges 
after the initial school closures; especially our 
youngest students who developed foundational 
learning gaps because they did not receive 
face-to-face instruction for many months.”

But the most revealing issue he witnessed 
was the dramatic shift in student behavior, a 
manifestation of the pandemic most leaders 
across the country weren’t immune to.
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“The challenge was finding the staff and 
tools to support students and staff with the 
mental health issues that were experienced 
throughout the pandemic,” he notes. 
“Severe student discipline issues increased 
and attendance decreased for both students 
and staff.”

Lance Evans, superintendent at the New 
Albany School District in Mississippi, says 
discipline is an ongoing conversation in his 
district, too.

“We set up multiple avenues for students 
to get help and get in contact with our coun-
selors,” he says. “But the behaviors have 
changed so much. The things we see in some 
of our lower elementary grades we’ve never 
seen before.”

Yet, the greatest challenge that continues 
to linger in Surrency’s Putnam County is the 
impact the pandemic has had on the district’s 
ability to recruit and retain teaching staff.

“This challenge has been our number one 
focus because we have seen the impact on 
student learning by not having a face-to-face 
teacher,” he notes. “We have increased pay 
for both teachers and non-instructional staff; 

however, the need to improve the intrinsic 
motivation for working in our district has 
been our focus.”

 EMBRACING NEW  
LEADERSHIP STYLES

These new and exacerbated challenges 
prompted many leaders to reconsider their 
career timelines, resulting in a significant 
turnover in district leadership across the U.S. 
Those who chose to stick it out witnessed tre-
mendous personal growth and strength neces-
sary in this era of K12 educational leadership.

“The pandemic has made me a more 
resilient, flexible leader,” says Surrency. “I 
learned that leaders like to be in control of 
their environment. However, during the pan-
demic, I began to realize I could only adapt to 
an environment of a phenomenon that I had 
never experienced before. It became obvious 
that I did not have the answers for addressing 
the many challenges that surfaced during this 
time. As a result, I came to the realization of 
how important collaboration with other lead-
ers is for different perspectives.”

As for Evans in New Albany, he says he 

“The chal-
lenge was 
finding the 
staff and 
tools to  
support  

students and 
staff with 

the mental 
health issues 

that were 
experienced 
throughout 

the pan-
demic.”

Lance Evans
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had to learn how to be OK with adjusting 
their academic standards to meet the needs of 
his students.

“We have really high standards,” he says. 
“But sometimes you have to adjust them to 
get the students where they need to be so they 
can have complete access to instruction.”

Additionally, he discovered that there’s 
more than one way to educate a student effec-
tively. They’ve carried over several strategies 
brought forth during the pandemic that con-
tinue to benefit their students, like opportuni-
ties for credit recovery and additional course 
offerings during the school year.

“It broadened my perspective on ways to 
help students earn course credit,” he adds.

2023-24: WHAT’S IMPROVED?
Though the challenges and obstacles that 
have arisen over the past few years remain 
plentiful, these superintendents are spear-
heading several initiatives to ensure their 
communities are future-focused and resilient 
to the challenges brought forth by COVID-19.

School culture, for one, tops Surrency’s list 
of priorities this school year.

“During the previous school year, our 
school administrators reached out with a 
need to build a stronger school culture,” he 
says. “As a result, my leadership staff worked 
with the district calendar committee to create 
monthly early release days for the purpose 
of building stronger teams and to just have 
some fun with their employees.”

They’ve also purchased a research-backed 
school survey tool that allows staff members 
to record their perceptions of their school’s 
culture throughout the year, rather than just 
once per year.

“School leaders monitor perception data 
throughout the year and set goals of how to ad-
dress areas of need,” he says. “We are continu-
ing this initiative during the 2023-24 school 
year to build on the successes from the past 
year. As one of my staff has stated, ‘Happy big 
people means happy little people!’”

In New Albany, students can rest assured 
that their superintendent remains focused on 
providing equitable opportunities for them to 
become college- and career-ready.

In a recent interview with District Admin-
istration, we discussed their latest partner-

These new 
and exac-
erbated 

challenges 
prompted 

many leaders 
to reconsider 
their career 
timelines, 

resulting in 
a significant 
turnover in 

district lead-
ership across 

the U.S. 

Rick Surrency

https://districtadministration.com/how-this-superintendent-of-the-year-is-setting-students-for-postsecondary-success-as-early-as-elementary-school/
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“During the 
previous 

school year, 
our school 
administra-

tors reached 
out with a 

need to build 
a stronger 

school  
culture.”

ship with Toyota Mississippi to launch the 4T 
Academy, a hands-on training program that 
affords students a direct pathway into Toyota 
production professions immediately after 
high school.

“Five years ago, we had zero business part-
ners,” he said. “Now, we have around 208 that 
are established business partners.”

It’s also the only district in the state of Mis-
sissippi that’s launched the 4T Academy.

Furthermore, this year, Evans was named 
Mississippi’s Superintendent of the Year a tes-
tament to the strategies and successful initia-
tives he and his team have embarked on over 
the past several years.

“I want us to be seen as not only the pre-
mier academic school district in Mississippi 
but also the premier workforce development 
school district,” he said during a recent in-
terview. “We have great people doing great 
things, and I would tell you that we’re very 
lucky because of the people we have.”

Circling back to teacher shortages—the 
issue that continues to plague districts 
around the nation—Surrency says he’s see-
ing improvements through his district’s 
strategic interventions..

“We have developed a ‘Novice Teacher 
Mentor Program’ that has received national 
attention,” he says. “Teachers who are in their 

first three years of teaching receive unlim-
ited support from full-time mentors who are 
certified teachers. The mentors do not have 
any classroom responsibility and work with a 
caseload of 30-40 novice teachers. “

As a result, they’ve seen retention rates 
improve from 65% to 93% over the past few 
years. They’ve also developed a district-wide 
culture of coaching for all their teachers.

“Teachers are provided time to develop 
lessons with teachers from other schools 
and are supported by district-level coaches 
throughout the year in a side-by-side coach-
ing model.”

Ultimately, Surrency says his goal is to el-
evate the teaching profession so that teachers 
feel revered similar to doctors, lawyers and 
engineers.

“In May of 2022 I had the opportunity to 
visit schools in the nation of Finland, one of 
the highest academically achieving nations 
in the world,” he adds. “There is no teacher 
shortage there because teachers are viewed 
as true professionals. They have no standard-
ized tests in Finland because teachers use 
their professional opinions to determine the 
progress of their students. Since my trip to 
Finland, my focus has been to recognize the 
teachers in my district as very noble and hon-
orable professionals.”  

https://mma-web.org/News/toyota-mississippi-announces-launch-of-4t-academy
https://mma-web.org/News/toyota-mississippi-announces-launch-of-4t-academy
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DISTRICT PARTNERS 
SHARE THEIR 
PREDICTIONS, 
HOPES AND 
FORECASTS 
AROUND CTE, 
ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE 
AND ACADEMIC 
RECOVERY.
BY MATT ZALAZNICK
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One of the biggest forces im-
pacting education in 2024 
will be labor shortages—and 

not just in the classroom.  
Pressures on the wider U.S. 

workforce caused by a lack of work-
ers with the requisite skills will drive 
more collaboration between K12 
schools and employers, say prod-
uct developers who are forecasting 
2024’s biggest education trends.

It will also lead to a surge in the 
popularity of career and technical 
education programs. “As the talent 
shortage concern shifts to the state 
level, 2024 will be a year of increased 
collaboration between employers, 
schools and government agencies,” 
says Jeri Larsen, the chief operat-
ing officer of YouScience, a career 
guidance platform for students. “The 
goal will be to create a more respon-
sive and adaptable education system 
that ensures the workforce remains 
well-equipped to meet the evolving 
demands of the job market.”

District leaders will be updating 
curriculums with a deeper focus on 
future-ready skills and adding more 
work-based learning, STEM educa-
tion and vocational training programs. 
“These efforts will be aimed at equip-
ping students with the skills that are 
in high demand in the job market and 
promoting a broader range of career 
paths,” Larsen notes. “With a rapidly 
changing job market and evolving skill 
requirements, schools and education 
systems will find themselves under 
increased scrutiny to ensure that stu-
dents are adequately prepared for the 
workforce.”

Employers should grow ever more 
eager to collaborate with schools and 
districts, predicts Hans Meeder, a 
senior fellow for education and work-
force education at YouScience and a 
former deputy assistant secretary in 
the U.S. Department of Education. 
“Yet, a challenge lies in the limited 
experience of schools and districts 
in systematically collaborating with 
business partners,” Meeder points 

out. “Many are still navigating this 
uncharted territory, actively searching 
for tools, guidance and real-world ex-
amples to establish partnerships that 
are not only effective but also sustain-
able.” What other issues will be top of 
mind for K12 leaders and their teams 
in 2024? Here are predictions, hopes 
and forecasts from solution providers 
that cover a range of education topics.

ACADEMIC GROWTH AND 
INTERVENTIONS WILL BE 
CAREFULLY ASSESSED.
The disruptions of the pandemic will 
continue to loom large over academic 
progress, and administrators will be 
emphasizing growth and doubling 
down on the most effective interven-
tions, say thought leaders at NWEA, 
the testing firm. Here are some of 
their insights:  

WHICH ACADEMIC 
INTERVENTIONS ARE 
WORKING BEST? 
“While school districts made some 
progress in reducing pandemic-re-
lated achievement gaps in the 2021-
22 school year, progress stalled in 
the 2022-23 school year. Interven-
tions that have strong evidence of 
efficacy include high-dosage tutor-
ing, summer school programs and 
double-dose math classes. Districts 
should adopt these high-impact 
interventions while continuing to 
monitor implementation and adapt 
interventions to local context so that 
students can have access to mean-
ingful opportunities to catch up on 
unfinished learning.” —Ayesha K. 
Hashim, research scientist  

Classroom practices that sup-
port high growth learning will be 
essential. “The cornerstone of elevat-
ing educational quality rests upon 
strengthening the student-teacher 
relationship. By fostering meaningful 
and constructive interactions and of-
fering valuable feedback to students, 
we empower them to take greater 
ownership of their learning journey. 

https://usw2.nyl.as/t1/221/douxr0tebujdfw0l4ixt8288v/5/1f8057573463a4affdbdd3119f438fb160e04d71ebfd195fed84e08c8f349916
https://usw2.nyl.as/t1/221/douxr0tebujdfw0l4ixt8288v/6/39ce626babadc679d75720ff0a0cb95cdb9e48febe73d104cad676e39b9ea78a
https://usw2.nyl.as/t1/221/douxr0tebujdfw0l4ixt8288v/6/39ce626babadc679d75720ff0a0cb95cdb9e48febe73d104cad676e39b9ea78a
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to actionable, research-based mea-
sures of student success to better in-
form instruction, allowing educators 
to focus on providing personalized 
support to students,” says Factor.

Ethical school leaders will also 
have to ensure that principles such 
as transparency, accountability, fair-
ness and privacy are priorities when 
adopting AI-driven educational tools. 
“Leveraging AI and digital-first cur-
riculum to develop personalized les-
son plans that cater to unique student 
needs, for example, will allow teachers 
to focus on delivering impactful les-
sons that inspire student success,” 
Factor contends. “As a result, we’ll see 
less teacher burnout over time.

Beyond AI, Gu expects more 
schools to lean on virtual and hybrid 
instruction to cope with teacher and 
staff shortages. She notes that a char-
ter network in San Jose, California, 
has transferred math and science 
classes to Zoom where students are 
taught by teachers from around the 
country.

“We also expect hybrid solutions 
to gain momentum in response to 
student demand as schools work to 
balance their finite resources while of-
fering more flexibility,” Gu predicts.

ESSER EXPIRATION REQUIRES 
RELIABLE DATA 
States and school districts have 
about $70 billion left to spend this 
school year, which “will be a mix of 
states and districts spending their 
remaining funds while also looking 
to the future,” says Lindsay Dwor-
kin, NWEA’s senior vice president of 
policy and government affairs.

“As the one-time funds expire,” 
Dworkin adds, “it will be more im-
portant than ever for education com-
munities to have access to reliable 
and actionable data to know which 
interventions have been most effec-
tive in helping students grow, and 
where to continue investing strategi-
cally amidst shrinking budgets.” 

Because decision-makers will 
continue to analyze persistent learn-
ing gaps, they also will be looking for 

differentiated instruction, and robust 
teacher professional development.”—
Scott Peters, senior research scientist.

EDTECH EVOLUTION WILL 
BE ALL ABOUT AI 
Artificial intelligence will likely con-
tinue to suck up all the oxygen in the 
edtech space. “AI will impact every-
thing—from creating relevant lesson 
plans to acting as a teacher’s assistant 
and student learning,” says Sara 
Gu, co-founder and COO of ClassIn, 
which provides blended, hybrid and 
remote learning platforms. “AI tools 
are being developed for educators 
and launched into the market every 
week. Many of these are designed to 
save teachers time.” 

As many AI tools are designed 
to save teachers’ time, Gu says she 
expects a comprehensive lesson-
planning tool will emerge in the near 
future. “With the vast amount of ma-
terial currently available on the inter-
net and the number of databases that 
the [AIs] can pull from, a world where 
all teachers have to do is plug in their 
learning objectives and standards and 
get an array of choices in each of the 
categories—materials, activities, and 
assessments—can’t be that far off.”

Gu also predicts that student be-
havior will guide the development of 
AI codes of conduct and determine 
how the technology is used in schools. 
Gu sees a fine line between AI being 
used as a tool and being used to cheat.

“There is not yet one commonly 
accepted approach to integrating AI 
tools and technology into a school or 
school district’s code of conduct,” she 
continues. “Early policies range from 
extremely strict ‘student work submit-
ted for academic credit and completed 
using AI will be considered plagiarism’ 
to encouraging teachers to use AI tools 
in their classrooms.”

Teachers will increasingly use AI 
to assess and grade students, and 
these tools could save time and re-
duce burnout, says Sari Factor, chief 
strategy officer at K12 curriculum 
provider Imagine Learning. “Educa-
tors will have more equitable access 

Recent research underscores the ef-
ficacy of specific approaches and prac-
tices in promoting substantial learning 
growth, such as allocating time for 
retrieval practice (where students 
benefit from multiple opportunities to 
reinforce new knowledge) and main-
taining flexibility in student group dy-
namics (allowing for effective student 
movement between learning groups), 
among others.”—Chase Nordengren, 
principal research lead, effective in-
structional strategies 

Research-based interventions 
will be needed to help older students 
with reading fluency. “National data 
show that almost 70% of eighth-
graders are not considered proficient 
in reading based on 2022 test scores 
on the National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress, also known as The 
Nation’s Report Card. In 2024, dis-
tricts will be working to find research-
based interventions to help older 
students with reading fluency. Middle 
and high school teachers will need 
support to help older students with 
foundational reading skills to address 
this problem. Programs that empha-
size repeated reading and giving older 
readers the opportunity to choose 
practice readings on topics they find 
engaging will help older readers 
improve fluency.” – Laura Hansen, 
NWEA director of academic services 

Expect a data-driven revolution 
in gifted and talented identification. 
“In 2024, states are poised to revolu-
tionize their approach to gifted and 
talented education, driving greater 
equity and inclusion through a dual 
strategy of data-driven identifica-
tion and the implementation of state 
policies mandating access to gifted 
services. Universal screening, encom-
passing a multitude of assessment 
tools, will ensure that no gifted po-
tential remains unnoticed, while con-
tinuous monitoring and transparent 
reporting will guarantee equal access 
to the selection process. Simultane-
ously, state policies will require the de-
velopment of individualized learning 
plans for gifted students, promoting 
inclusive enrichment opportunities, 

https://usw2.nyl.as/t1/221/douxr0tebujdfw0l4ixt8288v/4/a18dbba0a9296b3c31c3f01b8b43cb98f684d41ce8d88c4a7971afd4688835ca
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innovative approaches to instruction 
and assessment. 

Administrators and teachers will 
become more discerning about edtech 
purchases as ESSER money expires 
and shortages increase workloads, 
says Gu, of Classin, who estimates 
that schools adopted between 600 and 
1,400 products during the pandemic.  

“While many of these products 
helped plug the gaps during remote 
instruction, now districts are faced 
with the dilemma of too many tools. 
The process has already begun, but 
schools are starting to become more 
strategic about which tools they keep 
and which ones they stop using.”

THE ONGOING IMPORTANCE 
OF EQUITY AND PD 
The academic identities of educators 
will have to be a focal point in district 
administrators’ efforts to make their 
districts more equitable, says Fenesha 
Hubbard, the lead professional learn-
ing designer at NWEA. Academic 
identities comprise educators’ atti-
tudes, beliefs and dispositions toward 
teaching and learning. “When teach-
ers develop an unhealthy academic 
identity, their internalized negative 
perception is very likely to influence 
their instruction and can shape their 
students’ academic identity.” 

Educators will strive to better 
understand themselves and others 
by exploring their beliefs, examining 
their actions and strengthening their 
academic identity. “More teachers 
will identify and address their aca-
demic identities, whether healthy 
or not, and employ strategies in 
their classroom to help all students 
thrive,” Hubbard forecasts.  

FAMILY ENGAGEMENT 
WILL BE EMPHASIZED 
Districts will take several approaches 
to leveraging the strengths of families 
to accelerate student achievement, 
including by providing more learning 
materials that can be used at home, 
say Vidya Sundaram and Elisabeth 
O’Bryon, co-founders of the nonprofit 
Family Engagement Lab. 

LITERACY WILL REVOLVE 
AROUND THE SCIENCE 
OF READING
The science of reading, or SoR, has 
gotten almost as much attention 
as AI in K12 circles over the last 
year. In 2024, districts navigat-
ing its adoption will, for one, have 
to ensure teachers, principals and 
other administrators are receiving 
adequate PD in the science of read-
ing, say thought leaders and experts 
at IMSE, the Institute for Multi-
Sensory Education.

“States that have passed SoR 
legislation recognize the need for 
teacher prep programs to include 
SoR, but getting universities to 
change is a slow-moving shift, even 
if legislation requires it,” says Janelle 
Norton, ISME’s senior manager of 
strategic partnerships. “Expect more 
administrator training in SoR as 
districts recognize the need for prin-
cipals to understand what children 
need to learn to read,” Norton adds.

Teacher shortages will likely be 
a barrier as district leaders work to 
embed the science of reading in their 
curriculums, says Alana Mangham, 
a lifelong early educator and ISME’s 
current director of development and 
implementation support.

“There aren’t enough qualified 
individuals in the science of read-
ing,” Mangham notes. “Schools 
can only hope to find capable can-
didates. And, if they do, the next 
hurdle is paying them equal to or 
better than what they can make as a 
private professional.”

Elsewhere in the literacy realm 
“multilingual learner instructional 
practices will become a hot topic,” 
concludes Nicole Florez, director of 
the Manzano Day School in Albu-
querque, New Mexico. She predicts 
more leaders will “recognize the need 
for culturally responsive teaching in 
response to the growing population of 
English language learners.” “States are 
leveraging the right stakeholders to 
develop learning modules around sec-
ond language learners and literacy,” 
she concludes.  

Here is what they expect will happen:
1.   How can districts make the 

most of classroom instruc-
tion? “Improving the quality of 
instructional materials is a smart, 
cost-effective strategy to improve 
learning outcomes. Districts look-
ing to optimize their curriculum 
investment will also implement 
newly available curriculum-
aligned offerings, from profes-
sional learning to assessments 
and family communications,” says 
Sundaram, the Lab’s CEO.  

2.   What’s the role of families in 
effective SEL programs? “With 
student mental health needs out-
pacing many schools’ capacity to 
provide support, it will be even 
more critical to look to families 
as vital partners in supporting 
student success,” notes O’Bryon, 
the chief impact officer. Educators 
can promote relationship-building 
between parents and children and 
share activities that let families re-
inforce specific SEL skills at home. 

3.   How do you envision school 
learning environments chang-
ing for multilingual learners? 
“As we continue to see an increase 
in the linguistic diversity of our 
school communities, as well as 
growing interest in multilingual 
learning environments, I am 
hopeful that a spotlight is shone 
on what a tremendous asset mul-
tilingualism is. Embracing multi-
lingualism truly enriches school 
communities and, as such, schools 
need to be equipped to equitably 
and authentically engage multilin-
gual families as partners in sup-
porting student learning.”

4.   How do you envision K12 
edtech evolving next year? 
“While generative AI has been the 
hot topic of 2023, I expect next 
year we will see K12 technology 
advancements that strengthen the 
capacity of teachers (such as auto-
mating repetitive tasks), and more 
multilingual culturally responsive 
learning resources for students 
and families.”



https://www.edtechdigest.com/
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L E A D E R S H I PL E A D E R S H I P I N S I G H T

The United States, which was 
conceived as a grand ex-
periment in governance, now 

faces a pivotal moment in its history. 
Will we continue as a democratic 
republic or are we on the verge of 
remaking our government system as 
many other countries already have?

When drafting the Constitution 
and during the debates surrounding 
its ratification, the Founding Fathers 
expressed a belief in the ability of the 
United States to establish “a more 
perfect union.” Yet, the framers also 
were aware of the challenges and un-
certainties that lay ahead.

Drawing on their knowledge of 
history and philosophy, and their 
own experiences, they understood 
the historical failures of democracies 
and republics, such as those in an-
cient Greece and Rome. The evolu-
tion of these systems into autocratic 
empires that led to their downfall 
fueled concerns about the sustain-
ability of the American experiment.

Today, the question of whether the 
United States is ready for a new re-
public looms large, especially as voices 
within both political parties question 
the desirability of the limited govern-
ment envisioned by the founders.

For this reason, the need for civ-
ics education has never been greater. 
After all, today’s high school and col-
lege students will be the generation 
tasked with making serious decisions 
about the direction and fate of the 
country. But it’s clear that the way we 
are educating students about civics—
if at all— is failing. According to one 
study, fewer than half of adults could 

Is the U.S. heading 
toward a new republic? 
Civics education will determine our path.

BY FRED FRANSEN

name the three branches of govern-
ment and 26% could not name a 
single right guaranteed by the First 
Amendment.

As we live in what some argue is 
the second American republic (born 
with the ratification of the U.S. Con-
stitution in 1789), students must ask 
themselves if they are prepared for a 
potential third republic.

To make informed decisions about 

the nation’s future, students must 
first understand the seven American 
principles that together make the 
American experiment unique: Civic 
Engagement, Egalitarianism, Entre-
preneurship, Governance, Individu-
alism, Liberty and Trade. Studying 
history and civics through the lens of 
these American principles will equip 
tomorrow’s citizens to make informed 
decisions about the kind of country 
they desire to live in.

As citizens grapple with weighty 
topics such as constitutional changes, 
alterations to the Supreme Court, 
winner-takes-all elections and the tra-

ditional two-party system, the need for 
informed civic participation becomes 
increasingly urgent. Civics education 
based on American principles plays a 
pivotal role in preparing students to 
understand and evaluate the promises, 
failures and alternatives that shape the 
American experiment.

The exploration of American 
principles is not just a theoretical ex-
ercise but a practical tool for students 
to navigate the complex terrain of 
American governance and contribute 
meaningfully to the ongoing conver-
sation about the nation’s future.

When the Constitutional Conven-
tion of 1787 concluded its work, a 
woman asked Benjamin Franklin 
what type of government the Found-
ing Fathers had created. Franklin re-
plied, “A republic, if you can keep it.”

As the American experiment 
evolves, each of us is responsible for 
its direction. I believe the discussion 
has already begun. We must be pre-
pared when asked, “If not this, then 
what?”  

Fred Fransen is CEO of Certell, the 
maker of the Poptential family of 
free digital social studies courses 
designed to create independent 
thinkers. He received his Ph.D. 
from the University of Chicago’s 
Committee on Social Thought. He 
can be reached at fred@certell.org.
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L E A D E R S H I PL E A D E R S H I P I N S I G H T S

When I was in the first grade, 
I dreamed of becoming 
a teacher, which, at the 

time, was an unlikely career path for 
a Mexican-American girl attending a 
segregated school in Texas.

Girls like me were far more likely 
to become secretaries than educa-
tors. But throughout my school-age 
years, I became more and more de-
termined to meet my personal goals, 
and, thanks to my teachers for going 
above and beyond to help me, I was 
able to become the first in my family 
to graduate from college, which set 
me on my teaching career path.

After three decades in the class-
room, my new goal is to make teach-
ing appealing to future generations 
and ensure its sustainability for cur-
rent educators. We all have seen and 
heard about teacher burnout, and 
it worries me that we are not doing 
enough to support these profession-
als. It is time for us to shift our focus 
toward tangible solutions.

For early childhood educators, 
the stakes are even higher, because 
of the long-term effect early edu-
cation has on children’s cognitive 
and social-emotional development. 
Research shows that children who 
attend a high-quality early childhood 
education program are less likely to 
be placed in special education, less 
likely to be retained in a grade and 
more likely to graduate from high 

other materials to meet standards 
through rubrics set by the NBPTS. 
Candidates have the support of a 
professional learning facilitator 
and a mentor to meet the criteria of 
four components. These networks 
of support are available across all 
states and through the NBPTS.

Second, we need to embrace the 
transformative power of technol-
ogy. In the years before retiring from 
teaching in the classroom, I began 
using an interactive whiteboard with 
my students. At the time, I was work-
ing diligently to find grants for pre-
kindergarten students to have access 
to cutting-edge technology. My first 
challenge was lack of funding but the 
second was getting the maintenance 
department to place the whiteboard 
at a four-year-old’s eye level.

Today’s technology runs laps 
on those earlier innovations, and 
through AI and machine learning, 
education technology solutions blend 
interactivity, adaptive challenges and 
real-time feedback to power indi-
vidualized learning.

For teachers, the assessment tools 
built into these solutions is the foun-
dation for personalized instruction. 
The programs available today can 
continuously assess student perfor-
mance and provide real-time data to 
teachers illustrating where there is a 
knowledge gap and what the student 
is most ready to learn next.

Look no further than Harlingen, 
Texas, an underserved community 
with Title I schools, for an example 
of how technology is accelerating 
student outcomes. In 2020, the 
district implemented My Math 
Academy, an adaptive, personalized 
learning solution from Age of Learn-
ing, a company where I serve as a 
curriculum advisor.

Some 98% of pre-K students who 
used the program ended that year 
on track in math and kindergarten 
students demonstrated exceptional 

How to put teachers  
in the position to best 
help their students
After three decades in the classroom, my new goal is 
to make teaching appealing to future generations and 
ensure its sustainability for current educators.

BY REBECCA PALACIOS

school than peers who did not attend 
such programs.

When a child enters kindergarten 
ready for school, that child is nearly 
twice as likely to master basic skills 
by age 11 when compared to children 
who are not school-ready. Children 
cannot reach these milestones without 
strong educators in the classroom.

“22 TEACHERS IN A CLASSROOM 
OF 22 CHILDREN”

First, we must invest in teacher train-
ing. In my current role with the Texas, 
National Board Coalition for Teach-
ing, I work with teachers across Texas 
providing them coaching, training 
and counsel on how to become more 
effective educators. While even veter-
ans in the field can benefit from con-
tinued coaching, teachers with less 
experience rely on the National Board 
for Professional Teaching Standards 
(NBPTS) to guide them through their 
first few years in the classroom.

Rather than feel like they are on 
an island during a challenging mo-
ment, teachers who have access to 
these training programs can draw on 
their experiences with their peers to 
problem-solve.

For example, in cohorts across 
the country, the National Board 
Certification process draws on the 
work of each candidate to describe, 
analyze and reflect on their practice 
and use videos, student work and 

https://txnbct.wildapricot.org/
https://txnbct.wildapricot.org/
https://txnbct.wildapricot.org/
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L E A D E R S H I PL E A D E R S H I P I N S I G H T S

Today’s technology runs laps around those earlier innovations, and through 
AI and machine learning, education technology solutions blend interactivity, 

adaptive challenges and real-time feedback to power individualized learning.

growth, with many reaching first and 
second-grade levels of math compre-
hension. And educators there have 
shared that this program solves for 
learner variability and offers highly 
personalized instruction, making it 
seem like there are 22 teachers in a 
classroom of 22 children.

FINDING TIME FOR PARENTS

Finally, we must foster an environ-
ment where parents, educators and 
students come together as a close-
knit educational family. One of the 
biggest mistakes I made when I first 
started teaching was not involving 
parents in my work. Over the years, 
I learned just how valuable family 
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engagement is—it is a cornerstone of 
effective education and significantly 
influences children’s early learning 
and development.

With teachers being asked to 
do more with less, it is challeng-
ing for educators to find the time 
and resources to involve parents 
in learning. This is another post-
retirement goal of mine in my role 
at ParentCorps, where we engage 
parents as partners to support the 
social-emotional well-being of chil-
dren and unlock the full promise of 
childhood education.

I was fortunate to have teachers 
who cared enough about my future 
that beating incredible odds was pos-

sible. Across the country, there are 
tens of thousands of educators with 
children in their classrooms who just 
want an opportunity to reach their 
full potential. That is only going to 
be possible if we also put teachers in 
a position to help their students do 
just that.  

Rebecca Palacios, PhD, is a 2014 
inductee to the National Teachers 
Hall of Fame and serves as a 
senior member of Age of Learning’s 
curriculum board. She is the 
author of Being Your Child’s Most 
Important Teacher: A Guide for 
Families with Young Children.

https://www.weareparentcorps.org/
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P R O F E S S I O N A LP R O F E S S I O N A L O P I N I O N

Here’s something you don’t 
hear a mother of two 
young boys say every day: 

Students should be playing video 
games more.

It’s all a matter of context. 
Gaming under your desk while 
your teacher explains the water 
cycle? Probably not great. But 
gaming for your school’s eSports 
team? I’m all for it. From my 
company’s position at the center of 
the eSports phenomenon, it’s been 
gratifying to see the industry bloom 
recently and to watch as education 
leaders discover how this deeply 
collaborative activity fosters social 
networks, school spirit and career 
skills for young people.

I say the eSports industry has 
bloomed—exploded might have been 
a better word. There’s been a mas-
sive increase in players, viewership, 
events and prize amounts in the past 
few years. Much of this growth has 
occurred within education.

More than 5,000 college varsity 
eSports athletes are now at 170 col-
leges across the US. That number 
doesn’t even include the students 
supporting their school programs in 
roles like production or shoutcasting 
(eSports commentary). With total 
eSports scholarships doubling from 
2019 to 2021, K12 students and edu-
cators are also taking note of gaming 
as a useful pathway to college and 
career opportunities.

Educators may be particularly 
interested in the apparent power 
of eSports to close gaps in student 
achievement and well-being. Let’s 

The eSports advantage
Education leaders are discovering how this deeply 
collaborative activity fosters social networks, school 
spirit and career pathways for young people.

BY CAROLYN GLUTH

consider the evidence: Students 
who participate in extracurricular 
activities have higher GPAs and 
more positive perceptions of their 
schools than students who don’t. 
They have higher self-esteem, better 
social skills and more chances to 
discover their own talents and 
interests.

Meanwhile, 80% of eSports 
players have never participated in 
another extracurricular activity. 
That means, for these students, 
eSports is the only bridge to the 
benefits of extracurricular partici-
pation. How many more students 
would that bridge carry if we forti-
fied it and celebrated its place in 
academic culture?

The benefits apply to many 
students apart from the gamers 
themselves, with the chance to 
develop a variety of skills. The 
players depend on communication, 
coordination and teamwork to 
succeed.

At the same time, other students 
sharpen their critical thinking and 
public speaking with live match 
commentary or they collaborate 
to produce the event, edit foot-
age, design promotional content 
and deliver highlights and news 
to eager audiences. It’s not hard to 
see how this single hub of practical 
experience might inspire a hundred 
student journeys toward careers in 
STEM, media, marketing, journal-
ism or event management.

3 KEYS TO ESPORTS SUCCESS

In 2018, the Pew Research Center 

found that 97% of boys and 83% 
of girls aged 13 to 17 identify 
themselves as gamers. By starting 
or building on eSports programs, 
educators can harness that 
consensus for the sake of better 
academic outcomes and stronger 
student-body relationships. If you’re 
ready to move forward with an 
eSports initiative, here are my first 
three recommendations:

•  Maximize resources: Use the infra-
structure you’ve already got. A 
computer lab, for example, doesn’t 
have to sit idle after school—it 
could easily become the site of your 
eSports program.

•  Don’t just focus on the gamers: 
As I’ve mentioned, some of the 
primary benefits attach to sup-
porting roles like shout casting 
and producing, so give those roles 
the attention they deserve and the 
equipment they need.

•  Be inclusive: By its nature, eSports 
will connect participants to their 
school community. You can add to 
that effect by offering extra support 
to those—like girls and inexperi-
enced gamers—who might other-
wise feel unsure about joining in. 
Try hosting practices for beginners 
or girls-only sessions to help these 
gamers build confidence for other 
events.

By embracing eSports as a conduit 
of social development, career 
opportunities and fun, schools can 
ensure that they listen to students’ 
voices and offer them a learning 
experience that enhances the rest 
of their lives. I stand by what I 
said: students should be playing 
video games more. In the right 
context, every mouse click and 
every keyboard stroke can be a step 
toward something great. 
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Redefine math by 
answering “When are we 
ever gonna use this?” 
We can motivate students to have a more positive 
mindset about the goals and purpose of math 
through community buy-in, professional learning 
and the right resources.

BY TIM HUDSON

Mathematics can be an im-
posing and feared subject, 
with many students believ-

ing it’s too difficult to be understood 
or too irrelevant to be appreciated. 
I’ve found that people’s feelings and 
mindset about math are usually based 
on a flawed notion of what “math” is.

Common complaints such as 
“geometry proofs seemed pointless” 
and “when letters started showing 
up in math, I gave up,” reveal that we 
need to improve how we talk about 
math with our students.

Changing this mindset requires 
that everyone—educators, parents, 
caregivers and community 
members—work together. We need 
to reframe and accurately define 
what math is: a tool for using and 
improving logical thinking skills to 
make better sense of the world.

As a first step, we need to re-align 
how we’ll respond to the most 
commonly heard frustration about 
math: “When are we ever going to use 
this?” Here are some new suggestions 
for how to answer this question the 
next time someone asks it:

“That’s a great question! Being 
curious is an essential part of math. 
You’re probably asking this because 
at some point you were told, ‘Math 
is important because you’ll use it in 
the real world.’ First off, whoever 
told you that had good intentions. 
They wanted to motivate you because 

sometimes math will be challenging 
and we can more easily push through 
challenges when there’s a meaningful 
purpose or reward on the other side.

“Second, you deserve an apology 
because that statement is a half-truth. 
The true part is that math involves 
studying things like numbers, 3D 
objects, patterns, graphs and how 
to think logically about them. You’ll 
encounter all of those things nearly 
every day of your life, but probably not 
in the way we study them in school. 
What’s not true is the implication that 
you will see every math topic from 
school at some point later in life. If you 
study trigonometry in school, you might 
never see it or have a use for it ever 
again. But that doesn’t mean studying 
trigonometry is a waste of time. And it 
certainly doesn’t mean trigonometry 
isn’t part of the ‘real world.’

“So, here’s a better way to think 
about math. In math class, we’re 
learning a structured approach to 
logical reasoning and problem-solving. 
You’re doing this all the time in your 
other classes. The difference in math is 
that we’re analyzing logical things like 
numbers and shapes, which are less 
complex and more predictable than 
what you study in other classes. That 
makes math topics easier to reason 
about and understand.

“For example, the duck-billed 
platypus is classified as a mammal, but 
it has a bill and lays eggs, which are 

usually characteristics of birds. Living 
organisms aren’t logically consistent 
in the same way number systems are. 
In math, there aren’t outliers when 
classifying objects; all triangles have 
exactly three sides, and there’s no 
‘duck-billed triangle’ that breaks the 
rules. In life and other subjects, there 
will usually be too many variables 
and unknowns to draw exact logical 
conclusions, like when meteorologists 
forecast a 50% chance of rain. But in 
math, we analyze simple things so we 
can also become better thinkers about 
more complex things.”

In addition to aligning on this 
narrative, districts can further 
reframe students’ mindsets about 
math by using standards-aligned 
content designed for diverse 
students that makes math more 
relatable, relevant and engaging. 
Administrators can also leverage 
professional development that 
invites teachers to reflect on their 
own math mindsets and experiences 
overcoming math challenges so that 
we can better empathize with and 
support students. Finally, education 
technology tools can help students 
reason logically and make sense 
of math concepts with inherently 
engaging tasks and games based on 
real-world examples.

By defining math, its purpose, 
and its value accurately, we can 
shift students’ mindsets to be more 
positive about math and how it helps 
them in contexts far beyond the 
classroom. 

Tim Hudson serves as chief 
learning officer at Discovery 
Education, where he supports 
partner districts and internal teams 
as they develop and implement 
research-based, innovative and 
effective resources for teachers 
and students. Prior to joining 
Discovery Education, Hudson spent 
10 years in public education.
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T E C HT E C H I N S I G H T S

Fifteen years ago, I was an in-
structional technology coach 
in a school district just out-

side of Seattle, Washington. As we 
planned for the roll out of our laptop 
program, I began my work to pre-
pare teachers on how to use success-
fully integrate this technology into 
their curriculum.

As my fellow digital coaches know, 
this initiative came with A LOT of 
questions and trepidation. Our district 
is in the backyard of Amazon and Mi-
crosoft, yet there was still tremendous 
anxiety on what the future of learning 
would look like in the age of technol-
ogy. For me, the key component was 
starting with helping teachers embrace 
the idea of integrating digital citizen-
ship concepts into their daily lessons.

INTERSECTION OF AI AND 
DIGITAL CITIZENSHIP
Fast forward to today. Yes, we have 
policies around cyberbullying, plagia-
rism and digital literacy, but teachers 
still struggle to embed these concepts 
into their daily curriculum. Knowing 
how to navigate the internet safely 
and ethically is as important as know-
ing how to read and write.

As artificial intelligence becomes 
increasingly prevalent, the ethical 
use of this technology and the guid-
ance on using AI detectors become 
paramount. Instructional coaches 
play a pivotal role in how schools can 

4 ways to emphasize 
AI and ethics in 
schools
Instead of blocking AI generators and 
purchasing AI detectors, start with a few simple 
strategies to promote the ethical use of AI.

BY KIMBERLY WEST

embrace AI instead of blocking it.
AI’s prevalence in our digital 

lives is nothing new. From person-
alized recommendations to auto-
mated customer service, AI is every-
where. We use AI to offer grammar 
and spelling suggestions on papers, 
generate data with Excel and we 
can even use apps to create beauti-
ful newsletters with just a couple 
of clicks. But now with the onset of 
generative AI, school systems are 
grappling with what to do.

Instructional coaches play a piv-
otal role in how educational institu-
tions embrace or reject AI. Coaches 
are in the ideal position to guide 
teachers and leadership in under-
standing AI technologies and navi-
gating their complexities. By demys-
tifying AI, coaches empower teachers 
and students to use these technolo-
gies effectively and responsibly.

The Berkman Klein Center at 
Harvard University created a Digital 
Citizenship+ Resource Platform that 
provides over 100 educational tools 
that can help teachers teach digital 
citizenship skills to their students. 
These tools are based on their Digital 
Citizen+ Framework. in which AI is 
one of the 17 components.

USING AI IN PRACTICE
In education, we have two paths we 
can take: Be reactive or proactive. 
AI detectors are tools that identify 

AI-generated content. Focusing on 
finding ways to “catch” AI-generated 
content is reactive. As coaches, we 
need to show the importance of 
being proactive.

Instead of blocking AI generators 
and purchasing AI detectors, start 
with a few simple strategies to pro-
mote the ethical use of AI. You also 
get better quality results with both AI 
generators and student work.

1. Have a consistent, unified mes-
sage among your staff on when
and how students can appropri-
ately use AI. Microsoft has a dedi-
cated website with guidance on
responsible AI practices.

2. Show teachers how they can use
AI to improve their own practice.

3. Suggest that teachers pre-emp-
tively address how students can
use AI to enhance their work, not
replace it. A recent study of college
students found that 51% of stu-
dents agree that using AI is cheat-
ing but still use it to complete
assignments. We need to change
that perception.

4. Provide learning options for
teachers to better understand the
why, what and how of generative
AI. Microsoft Learn has free on-
line courses and resources to get
them started.

Instructional coaches play a crucial 
role in promoting ethical AI use and 
digital citizenship. They bridge the 
gap between technology and users, 
fostering an informed and responsible 
digital community. As we navigate 
the AI-infused digital landscape, the 
role of a coach becomes increasingly 
important for guiding teachers and 
students toward a future where 
technology serves humanity ethically 
and responsibly.  

https://dcrp.berkman.harvard.edu/
https://dcrp.berkman.harvard.edu/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/ai/responsible-ai
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/ai/responsible-ai
https://www.edutopia.org/article/7-ai-tools-that-help-teachers-work-more-efficiently
https://www.edutopia.org/article/7-ai-tools-that-help-teachers-work-more-efficiently
https://www.edutopia.org/article/teaching-students-use-ai-responsibly
https://www.edutopia.org/article/teaching-students-use-ai-responsibly
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L A S TL A S T W O R D

Why it’s time to “electrify” 
school bus transportation
“We are going to go through the largest transformation 
the industry has ever seen in its 100-plus years of 
existence,” says one expert. “And that’s because electric 
is here, and it’s not going away.”

BY MICAH WARD

“The school bus industry is 
changing. We are going 
to go through the largest 

transformation the industry has ever 
seen in its 100-plus years of exis-
tence. And that’s because electric is 
here, and it’s not going away.”

That’s according to Kevin Mat-
thews, head of electrification at First 
Student, a leading school bus trans-
portation provider. The company 
currently deploys 310 electric buses, a 
number they anticipate to increase in 
the coming years

He says district leaders should 
begin looking into the available 
sources of funding as early as possible, 
citing concerns about their longevity.

“Mixing the EPA’s Clean School Bus 
Program and $5 billion from the Bi-
partisan Infrastructure Bill—states 
have some funding as well—that’s 
available now,” Matthews says. “Five 
billion dollars seems like a lot of 
money. It’s not. That’ll disappear in the 
not-too-distant future.” 

Diesel prices are also on the rise, 
he adds, which heavily impacts dis-
tricts’ cost-benefit analyses of their 
bus fleets. Additionally, he believes 
diesel engines for school buses will 
disappear much sooner than people 
realize. By 2026, at least 15 states 
will no longer be purchasing diesel-
run school buses. Instead, they’ll be 
adopting legislation first introduced 
in California, the Advanced Clean 
Fleets rule, which will require manu-

electric fleet. Greg Jackson, director of 
business development for School Bus 
Logistics and former executive director 
of transportation for Colorado’s sec-
ond-largest school district, Jefferson 
County Public Schools, says leaders 
must understand that it’s a long-term 
investment that eventually pays off.

“It’s going to pay for itself over the 
lifespan of that bus,” he says. “Now 
you’re not paying for the parts neces-
sary for an engine, which will constantly 
need servicing. A battery will give you 
about eight years of operation.”

But before beginning this transi-
tion, Jackson cautions leaders to do 
their research. Districts need the 
proper infrastructure to operate these 
vehicles effectively.

“Infrastructure is one of the big-
gest challenges for school districts 
because electric buses require more 
spacing than diesel buses or any fossil 
fuel vehicle,” he says. “You’ve got to 
make sure you have chargers in place. 
You’ll have to work with your local 
electric companies to see if your grid 
can withstand the impact of charging 
and maintaining that bus.”

He says hiring for special positions 
like a sustainability director who is 
responsible for overseeing this type of 
work can help districts make signifi-
cant progress in this area.

Don’t be too quick to leverage 
these previously mentioned funding 
sources, he says. Implementing a 
successful ESB fleet requires you to 
answer questions ahead of time. Can 
they be used on your routes? How 
much charge will you get out of them? 
These are the kinds of questions lead-
ers ought to ask ahead of time.

“As people are looking to bring 
on EV, there’s a lot of that back-
ground work coupled with hesita-
tions and fear that these buses are 
not going to do what they need to 
do,” he notes. “It’s all about doing 
the pre-planning necessary before 
you take your next steps.” 

facturers of medium- to heavy-duty 
vehicles to transition to zero-emis-
sions starting in 2036.

“The people who manufacture 
diesel engines are beginning to stop 
manufacturing or investing in meeting 
emissions requirements in these states 
because they know they’ll no longer be 
able to sell them,” he says. “Diesel en-
gine development is coming to a halt.”

Add to that a mandate from the En-
vironmental Protection Agency, which 
proposed new greenhouse emissions 
standards for heavy-duty vehicles. For 
upcoming model years 2028-2032, 
manufacturers will be expected to 
meet more stringent standards than 
ever before required by the EPA.

Each of these regulations provides 
a forecast of how the traditional die-
sel-run school bus will be phased out 
of district transportation.

A SLOW TRANSITION
As of June 2023, nearly 6,000 electric 
school buses have been awarded, de-
livered or are in operation across 914 
school districts or private fleet opera-
tors, according to a recent count by the 
World Resources Institute, a global 
research nonprofit. This time last year, 
they noted a significant rise in the 
number of ESBs (electric school buses) 
being adopted by schools, and it’s a 
trend that’s continued since.

However, many leaders are still 
hesitant due to the sticker shock as-
sociated with the initial cost of an all-

https://www.epa.gov/cleanschoolbus
https://www.epa.gov/cleanschoolbus
https://ww2.arb.ca.gov/our-work/programs/advanced-clean-fleets
https://ww2.arb.ca.gov/our-work/programs/advanced-clean-fleets
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