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The future is not a place you
go, it is a place you create – our
children are living messengers to
a time we will never see. How are
we modeling for them? How are we
preparingCurrent
them?
It is time to have
challenges and future
opportunities
facing
that conversation public
. . .education
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Alton Frailey, AASA President

You have the opportunity to
impact the trajectory of the lives
of the students in your districts.
Your achievements reflect high
expectations and strong support for
your principals, teachers, students,
and school communities regardless of
the challenges. With superintendents
like you, our country is progressing
closer towards the goal of providing
an exceptional education to all
students, regardless of zip code, and
preparing them for success in college,
careers and life.
John B. King, Jr., U.S. Secretary of Education

You have been the true
champions for children in your
communities – you are the ones who
have done the heavy lifting and are
doing for children what no one else
would do.
Dan Domenech, AASA Executive Director
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Introduction

A

ASA, The School Superintendents Association, is committed to annually recognizing the state superintendents of the year and engaging
them at a policy forum designed to expand participant knowledge as
well as provide them with the opportunity to influence the ongoing legislative
and policy process in Washington, DC.
The ensuing rich exchange was made possible by the generous sponsorship
of AASA, Aramark and VALIC and their ongoing commitment to advance
knowledge and understanding of high profile issues facing public school
superintendents, including federal education policy and legislation, personalized learning, leadership dispositions and collaborations among public
education stakeholders.
The forum commenced with a formal gala, hosted by AASA Executive
Director Domenech, who established the theme of the forum - celebrating
the promise and success of public education. Remarks were shared by the
Secretary of Education, John B. King, and AASA President, Alton Frailey,
and honoring the accomplishments of the superintendents of the year with
a particular emphasis on the National Superintendent of the Year, Thomas S.
W. Tucker, who provided the final presentation of the evening.
This publication summarizes the important elements of the forum, while
emphasizing the imperatives for action for school district leaders. The text
is augmented with several reference listings for additional details on specific
topics and presenters.
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U.S. Secretary
of Education

U

.S. Department of Education Secretary John B. King, Jr., is well
versed in what it takes to prepare students to enter, succeed in
and graduate from college. Dr. King, is the former NY State
Education Commissioner. He began his education career as a
high school social studies teacher. At the 2016 Superintendent
of the Year Gala, King highlighted some significant accomplishments of the
administration and a few challenges to address. Excerpts from his presentation follow.
Secretary King shared the following noted success in public education of this
administration.

■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Highest graduation rates in the country’s history
Gains in graduation rates have been driven by the reduction in dropout
rates for African American and Latino students
Largest and most diverse class of graduates in the country’s history
More students are going on to college
Greater diversity in higher education
Tens of thousands more students have quality early learning opportunities

Secretary King also reviewed some of the challenges remaining:
■■
■■
■■

6

There is still a significant achievement gap for our African American, Latino, and disabled students and our English language learners.
We continue to face the growing phenomena of race and economic isolation of our students.
What is being done for chronically absent students? What is being done to
reduce the use of exclusionary discipline, which we know disproportionately affects our students of color and students with disabilities?
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2013 State
■■ We need to more effectively address the issue of diversity. The majority ofSuperintendent
our students are of color but only 18% of teachers are of color. Diversity OF THE Year
is an asset, from which all students benefit. As home environments are Forum
■■

different, schools are the solution.
We have to make college access and affordability a national priority.

Secretary King concluded by reflecting on the
promise of the Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA). It is not just about reading and math, but
also about the role of science and social studies,
art, music, and social/emotional growth, disciplines that are necessary for success in college and
careers. We need superintendents to discuss their
definition of educational excellence in their state
conversations. These discussions provide an opportunity for states to expand their role in leading
education policy access to equitable opportunity
for every student as a path to educational excellence.

Schools gave
me the hope for
the future; schools
are changing life
trajectories, we can
Current
challengesabout
and future that
all
think
opportunities facing public education
teacher who made
the difference.

Leadership
FOR
Change
Secretary of Education
John B. King

The Secretary ended by impressing upon the
superintendents the need to be the loud voices of diversity as diversity is an
asset.
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NATIONAL
SUPERINTENDENT
OF THE YEAR

Thomas S.W. Tucker

T

ucker, great grandson of slaves and grandson and son of sharecroppers on a onetime cotton plantation, recounted his humble
beginnings and struggles to combat discrimination during the
gala. His mantra was taken from the words of Dr. King that denying people a first-class education submerges them to second class
status. Accordingly, Dr. Tucker gave up a promising career path to being a
physician and instead, became a teacher. In a particularly poignant reflection,
he shared the admonition of his grandfather. When about to venture into
adulthood, his grandfather gave him a vial filled with cotton and cotton seed
and reminded him, “Never forget your past.” This sobering reminder clearly
guided his ascent to this honor.
Dr. Tucker concluded the first evening with a call to action to combat threats
to education that he indicated are underway to de-professionalizing education;
cheapen the curriculum; cut teacher professional education programs to six
weeks, and put those kids in the most challenging environment with the least
prepared teachers. He suggested that we must come together, be up front, honest, clear, and intentional – we must work together – a collective force.
During the forum, National Superintendent of the Year, Dr. Thomas Tucker,
and his trusted assistant superintendent, Mr. Tom Burton, from the Princeton City Schools (OH) reviewed their efforts to develop and sustain relationships and reduce the opportunity gap. Their initial premise revolved around
their belief that we have practices we don’t let go of yet we live in a changing
environment requiring the rewiring of the brain through conscious use of neuroplasticity.
Tucker reemphasized that some of those practices going on in school districts are detrimental to kids, yet some continue to hold on to them. Do we
have the courage and leadership to reject the mantra that we have always
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done it that way? Citing a Time magazine article on building schools for the
21st century, he and his colleague invoked the analogy of Rip Van Winkle
— waking up after 100 years and finding amazement with new technology
and transportation advances, but relatively few advances in education. Using
the contemporary thoughts of Jim Collins (Good to Great), he suggested that
bravery and strong leadership is required to build a culture where there is
willingness to confront those things that are not working.
Suggesting that we cannot rest on our laurels, Tucker offered a series of rhetorical questions:
■■
■■
■■

Are you willing to empower your teachers to track down each and every
student and determine with them a pathway to graduation?
Are you willing to put your job on the line?
Are you willing to be a politician and persuade each and every student
that they can succeed?

2013 State
Superintendent
Burton added that we can’t wait for the world to change. Citing Adam Grant’s
OF THE Year
book, The Originals, he shared two important principles:
Forum
■■
■■

Listen to dissenters
Make the familiar strange and make the strange familiar

This set the stage for discussion of their strategies
to close the opportunity gap:
■■
■■
■■
■■

Show how we do better the next time
Share with your students what you expect from
them
Build a culture where everyone is held accountable for their actions
Encourage students to share success stories
with one another

Your beliefs
don’t make you
a better person, your
behavior does.

Leadership
FOR
Change
Dhillon

Current challenges and future
opportunities facing public education

In confronting students reluctant to take on difficult tasks with the often
heard, “I can’t do it,” Burton suggested that the immediate response by teachers should be, “I can’t do it . . .YET.” In that mindset is the leadership necessary to support student achievement and reduce the opportunity gap.
While suggesting that education has a flawed system of assessment, both
presenters suggested that tasking schools to tell their own story is essential.
Engaging the community in frank conversations builds trust and support.
Referring to the thoughts of Albert Einstein, Dr. Tucker reminded the
audience that “. . . if you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well
enough.”
Clearly apparent in their plan for the district was their concern over the
impact of summer vacation on children and how it is related to reducing the
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opportunity gap, particularly to low income students. In evidence of that,
they shared a video moderated by Brian Williams (see link below).
Finally, a complex interplay of essential themes permeated their presentation.
Creating teamwork through sustained relationships founded on trust and
honesty is the cornerstone. This trust and honesty promotes communication
that turns problems into solutions and promotes motivation and inspiration.
Without these elements, productive relationships will not be sustained. The
presentation ended with their commitment to nurture and sustain relationships and the path to reducing the opportunity gap.

Resources
PowerPoint
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0Bzu_BexZG9hNUTdjMHg4TE9jUVE/view
Time Magazine (12/11/2006): How To Build a Student for the
21st Century: http://thinklab.typepad.com/think_lab/2006/12/
time_mag_how_to.html
Closing the Opportunity Gaps ( Quaglia, Fox, Corso):
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/
nov10/vol68/num03/Got-Opportunity%C2%A2.aspx
Adam Grant – Originals: http://www.ascd.org/publications/
educational-leadership/nov10/vol68/num03/
Got-Opportunity%C2%A2.aspx
Brian Williams- Summer School Gaps:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M2haD7FhMys
Editorial Note: Soon after the completion of the forum, the
President-elect announced his appointment for Secretary of
Education and reaffirmed his plan to devote up to $20 billion
in federal funds for choice. See New York Times article.
New York Times Article on DeVos Appointment:
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/23/us/politics/
betsy-devos-trumps-education-pick-has-steered-moneyfrom-public-schools.html
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DIALOGUE WITH NATIONAL
SUPERINTENDENT OF THE
YEAR FINALISTS
Freddie Williamson (NC)
and Steve Webb (WA)

D

rs. Freddie Williamson and Steve Webb, both finalists for the
Superintendent of the Year, were introduced by AASA President, Alton Frailey, reminding those gathered that while the
nation’s schools have come a long way, our country and communities need leaders like those gathered that day. He further
reminded the audience that critical conversations like those on innovative
leadership are essential.
Dan Domenech served as the moderator for the session by opening with the
question: What work did you do that led you to this honor?
Without hesitation, Dr. Williamson identified longevity and building relationships with board members as essential, followed by building capacity
in schools and homes. To Williamson, becoming more transformative was
contingent upon improving the conditions of those around you; creating a
common language was critical; replacing principals and asking the board if
they were serious about rebuilding; and having a real conversation on what
it would take to rebuild. He cited a powerful article in Education Leadership
that guided him in building powerful relationships (see references at the end
of this section for link). He identified principles for building district leaders
and building relationships – the basis for district transformation.
■■
■■
■■

Show students respect – Do we listen to them? What do they think they
should be learning?
Maintain visibility – Have courageous conversations.
Promote honesty about the data – PD must be in place to improve instruction and retain teachers.
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■■
■■
■■

Put into place non-negotiables as boundaries are important.
Respect student rights
Show affinity – Kids need to know that we care. We need to have their
interests at heart. Proper relationships with kids produces trust.

Dr. Webb responded to the question by citing the dramatic data concerning
the fast changing demographics of his district. He indicated that decades of
research detail the relationship between poverty and opportunities and student success. An essential element of his plan was the creation of 18 one-stop
family resource centers responding to environmental context facing student
and family needs, thus reducing barriers to learning. Referring to Maslow’s
needs hierarchy, he reminded the audience that learning will not take place
unless basic needs are addressed. Also essential was promoting authentic
partnerships with the community where the return on investment can be
quantified.
Several markers of their success include:
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

64-80% graduation rate increase since 2010
closing the gap for minorities
system wide improvement
21% increase in early kindergarten literacy
20 point decrease in 3rd grade ELL literacy gap
30% decrease in middle school D and F rates in core courses
20% increase in middle school honors course enrollment
200% increase in students in poverty enrolled in AP/IB courses
51% 2016 class enrolled in dual credit courses
70% increase in SAT test takers; composite score increase by 40 points
16 point increase of on-time graduation rate to over 80%
50 years of continuous fiscal support

Reflecting on the responses of the two superintendents and the provisions of
ESSA, Domenech added, “We have so many examples of where the achievement gap is being addressed.” ESSA includes some critical elements – accountability moving to states – the consequences will be closer to the schools
– other measures are now allowable – social/ emotional factors can receive
consideration – a tremendous opportunity. This begged a second question:
How do you create a productive culture in your community?
Dr. Williamson expressed his excitement about the whole child agenda of the
new legislation ESSA. He indicated that we can now have REAL conversation
around that need, build real relationships with communities, and provide
wrap-around services to operate with the same set of definitions that must
be understood across agencies. Violence and bullying are an essential part of
that discussion. “Disrespect” is often the referral reason as the standards are
tougher in school than at home. We have considerable work to do to understand our students. ESSA gives us an opportunity.
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Dr. Webb was unequivocal in his view that 15 years of federal public policy
(NCLB) got it wrong. Educating the whole child is about relationships, relationships, relationships. Closing opportunity gaps is in part enlightened by the
immediate past AASA president David Schuler’s work, entitled Redefining
Ready (see references for link). Finally, Superintendent Webb reflected on the
leading indicators targeted for reducing the opportunity gap must be actionable.
In support of his fellow superintendent’s comments, Superintendent Williamson cautioned that superintendents must not adopt a victim mentality about
reducing the opportunity gap or neglect properly addressing digital resources
and professional development.
The session concluded with agreement that innovative leadership in district
relies on creating your unique brand to tell your story, and not letting others
tell it for you. It is important to exercise the courage to do what is right for
kids. It is also important to encourage agreement across superintendents in
your area. The session ended with several citations of related research and
written work. Those citations are included in the following reference section.

Resources
Education Leadership (September 2016) http://www.ascd.org/
publications/educational-leadership/sept16/vol74/num01/toc.
aspx
Associated with (Vancouver Public Schools:
Western States Benchmarking Consortium - http://www.wsbenchmark.org/
Coalition for Community Schools - http://www.communityschools.org/
Digital Promise - http://digitalpromise.org/
Cited AASA/Dave Schuler’s work: Redefining Ready
http://www.aasa.org/content.aspx?id=38916
Dr. James Johnson Re-Inventing Public Education:
http://www.kenan-flagler.unc.edu/kenan-institute/news/
newsletter/newsletter-re-inventing-education
Barriers to Wellness: Voices and Views from Young People in
Five Cities: http://www.gradnation.org/report/barriers-wellness?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=Download%20the%20report&utm_campaign=Barriers%20to%20Wellness%20report%20launch
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Personalized
Learning

P

ersonalized learning is an emerging model of education that transforms education to a 21st century information age paradigm from
the 19th century industrial model (Domenech, Sherman, Brown,
2016). Per Domenech, Sherman and Brown (2016) personalized
learning is grounded in a focus on the “whole child” through “soft
skills” such as collaboration, self-regulation and creative problem solving
(Domenech, Sherman, Brown, 2016).
State Superintendents of the year Dr. Gail Pletnick (AZ), Dr. Pat Deklotz
(WI), Dr. Shon Hocker (WY), and Dr. Devin Vodicka (CA) addressed the
topic of personalized learning with examples of its implementation from each
of their districts. Across each presentation was a common theme. Personalized Learning became an approach to addressing a number of issues including equity and choice. Redefining, redesigning, and reimagining learning led
them to the personalized learning approach. Also common across the each
of the districts was the question, what is it going to take to get every student
career and college ready? Without exception, the superintendents realized
that they needed to get down to the level of each and every student. Dr.
Pletnick reminded the audience that personalized learning does not mean
that standards or essential processes are thrown out, only that the focus is on
individual student and equity.
She expanded this description by identifying the essential elements aligned
with her district themes of time/path/place/student pace:
■■
■■
■■
■■

Focus on the individual students and student-centered instruction.
Develop a continuum - meet the individual needs of students.
Redesign, repurpose things – look at our building spaces.
Create a “makers space” – a place where students demonstrate application
of skills.
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■■
■■
■■
■■

■■

Establish a global academy – where students work to solve problems outside their sphere.
Institute a STEM approach where credits and seat time give way to real
world problem solving.
Adjust time – make students think about it differently; help them see it as
a pathway for learning and hold them accountability for its use.
No longer dictated by the number of hours, encourage students to make
their own decisions as to how they go about learning, resulting in a higher
level of engagement.
Create a grading system devoted to mastery.
Tap into community input, understanding, and support.
2013

State
Superintendent
Superintendent Deklotz opened with two different charter schools — mul- OF THE Year
tiage elementary schools that were “magnet-like.” Not unlike the work of
Forum
her colleague from Arizona, they defined personalized learning as giving
■■

students voice, choice, path, and place where the learning pedagogy concentrated on increased learner engagement and mastery of content/goals. The
location, delivery style, and pace varied to serve
a learner’s needs best. Learners were the focus,
not the content. The role of the educator was as
The best way to
coach/facilitator. Among the identifying elepredict the future
ments employed were micro credentials; flexible
is
to
create it.
facilities; staff also participated in personalized
learning for themselves utilizing Digital Promise;
Abraham Lincoln
and performance-based pay utilizing submission
Current challenges and future
of artifacts to determine pay increase.
opportunities facing public education
Lessons learned:
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Leadership
FOR
Change

Board and community support is essential.
Empower educators – distribute leadership.
Start small – listen to students.
Technology infrastructure and flexible spaces are essential.
Make learning safe and non-negotiable.
Embrace continuous improvement.
Learn from each other.

Dr. Hocker from Wyoming counseled the superintendents that there are
three important objectives associated with personalized learning:
■■

Define and clearly communicate what personalized learning means –
Facilitating the academic success of each student by identifying the learning
needs, interests, and aspirations, and then providing customized learning
experiences. By adjusting the pace and the approach of instruction, and by
connecting to the learner’s interests and experiences personalized learning
affords the learner a greater degree of ownership and choice in his or her
learning.
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■■

■■

Develop a vision – The personalized learning vision is to ensure high
levels of learning for every student by acting on the fact that our students
learn in a variety of ways and at different rates.
Create an implementation plan – The creation of our implementation
plan turned out to be two steps: (1) have the team set 3 goals they wanted
to accomplish that year (2) have the team create an action plan with identified specific actions they would take each month toward accomplishing
the 3 goals set.

Finally, California Superintendent Dr. Vodicka, buoyed by a $10 million
grant, created a blueprint for design, including eight strategies:
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Strategy 1: Family and community as partners in education.
Strategy 2: 21st century facilities and resources.
Strategy 3: Social and emotional system of support.
Strategy 4: High quality, flexible core curriculum.
Strategy 5: High quality, flexible, and adaptable staff.
Strategy 6: Achievement monitoring and feedback.
Strategy 7: Personalized learning environment.
Strategy 8: Personalized learning path.

While the strategies defined the elements of the blueprint, Vodicka emphasized the importance of the social-emotional elements for his personalized
learning design to become operational. In addition, he emphasized the need
for a student profile that is holistic and is not based on a deficit mentality.
He identified five important elements to the success of personalized learning:
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Student Profile – Strengths, interests, values, unique needs.
Technology infrastructure.
Personal Learning Path – student choice and ownership.
Learning Environment – Flexible spaces.
Competency-based – Personal goal setting, real world applications feedback cycle, outcome drive, mastery.

He closed with an analogy designed to promote understanding of personalized learning:
Traditional learning strategy is like riding on a train (set schedule, established
destination, and single path to that destination - a passive experience; what we
want is an active driving experience like driving an automobile where students
are empowered to take responsibility for their own path to the destination learning.
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Resources
Domenech, D., Sherman, M., and Brown, J., (2016) Personalizing 21st Century Education: A Framework for Student
Success. Wiley. http://www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/
productCd-1119080770.html
http://hechingerreport.org/must-classroom-high-techmake-personalized-learning-work/
https://www.wired.com/2016/11/forget-big-data-littledata-making-learning-personal/
http://www.gradnation.org/report/barriers-wellness?utm_
source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=Download%20the%20report&utm_campaign=
Barriers%20to%20Wellness%20report%20launch
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DIALOGUE WITH

Thomas J. Genzel
(NSBA) and Dan
Domenech (AASA)

A

repeated theme during the forum was the importance of the
productive relationship among district governance teams. The
discussion that occurred between NSBA’s Thomas J. Genzel
and AASA’s Dan Domenech clearly focused on that relationship.

Mr. Genzel observed that many are attempting to drive a wedge between
board and district leadership to create discontent. With the new administration, he stressed that it has never been more important to communicate a
unified message across the education community.
Dr. Domenech agreed and added that as a product of the election (e.g.,
building the wall, discriminating against immigrant children) the discourse
is getting uglier and uglier and is having consequences in schools (see New
York Times article link in reference section).
When considering the new administration, Genzel referred to the frequent
use of the term local control, but indicated that he has not yet heard a definition of local control. To some, it is a government structure but to others it is
parental choice and vouchers and charters. Bringing clarity to that matter is
important.
Responding to the discussion on vouchers and choice, Domenech suggested
that federal support would probably not result in the threatened $20 billion
cut from federal education funds, but acknowledged that the amount could
still be substantial. In a rhetorical reflection, he suggested that public schools
should consider greater use of choice including expansion of district magnet
schools, balancing the reality of for-profit company options for expanded
choice.
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Taking the lead from his fellow executive director,
Genzel stated that most people do not understand
what charters are and do not recognize what the
research says: some are doing well, but most are
comparable to district schools, and many are
doing a terrible job – the evidence is lacking for
many.
Audience member Dr. Michael Rice, Michigan
Superintendent of the Year, agreed with the reading of the research on charters but not necessarily the rationale. According to Rice, Michigan
charters have siphoned off $1 billion and in doing
so, have been extremely effective, not in terms
of student achievement, but in chipping away at
public school union monopolies.
NSBA’s Genzel agreed with his point and added that the political (anti-union) argument for
charters is important, but private companies have
since realized there is money to be made – a lot of
money – and it is not all about achievement. Digging deeper, Genzel indicated there is evidence
suggesting that charters are leading to re-segregation of communities. In the 1990s charters were
characterized as being laboratories for reform.
While charter boards have more flexibility than
public school boards, he has seen very little evidence of that, which makes no sense.
Commenting on the political agenda related to
choice, Domenech indicated that the American
Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) has a blueprint for working with state legislators to implement choice. His assessment is that they have
been very effective and are highly financed. The
result is white flight. AASA’s Leslie Finnan offered
that traditional public education establishment’s
efforts to counteract ALEC are seriously outgunned by the ALEC template. According to an
audience member, many state legislative lobbyists
have links to the ALEC network.
In summarizing, there was significant interest in
developing a state-by-state database of charters
and choice resulting in legislatively mandated
segregation of schools.

Civility is
lost – people
are behaving in
ways that are
unfathomable even
Current years
challenges and
future I
two
ago.
opportunities facing public education
believe most people
are deeply offended
by the loss of civility
– some extreme
actors are behaving
in a way that is
very offensive. I
came from rural
Pennsylvania,
traveling around
steel towns – there
is deep rooted
frustration – they
remember the times
when things were
really good. There
are some extremists
out there that we
cannot condone. A
lot of people voted
for Trump who feel
totally frustrated
and isolated; we
need to address
these issues –
separate offensive
issues from those
that underlay this
frustration and
economic concerns
– build strong
schools in these
communities.

Leadership
FOR
Change

Thomas J. Genzel , NSBA
Executive Director and CEO
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Genzel summarized that entities like the NSBA Center for Public Education
need to get better at sharing information. There are 90,000 school board
members. The reality is that school districts are the largest employer in
America (collectively), yet we have not effectively utilized that position. We
have a pretty clear understanding of what the Trump administration might
do – tax reform that could include a tax credit in the form a voucher.

Resources
National School Boards Association: http://www.nsba.org/
Center for Public Education (NSBA):
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/
National PTA: http://www.pta.org/
American Association of School Administrators:
https://www.aasa.org/
American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC)
https://www.alec.org/
Learning First Alliance: http://www.learningfirst.org/http://
www.learningfirst.org/
NYT Article on Post-election Tension at Iowa High School:
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/20/us/at-iowa-high-schoolelection-results-kindle-tensions-and-protests.html?
smprod=nytcore-iphone&smid=nytcore-iphone-share
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Federal Education
Policy and Legislation

H

eld one week after the election of the 45th president of the United States, the forum inevitably focused on the anticipated impact
of the change in administration on the operation of American
public schools. Several sessions of the forum focused on upcoming federal education policy and legislation.

AASA Policy Briefing
Given the fact that the forum was held just one week after the election and
precious little was finalized at the time of this printing, AASA policy and advocacy staff members Noelle Ellerson Ng, Sasha Pudelski, and Leslie Finnan
could only speculate on such matters as the secretary designee. With many
questions left unanswered, AASA Associate Executive Director reminded
participants that she and her team firmly believe three issues will receive
early attention in Congress – reauthorization of the Higher Education Act,
potential expansion of choice/voucher proposals, and early education efforts
potentially tied to tax credits. While some speculate that the Republican
president-elect and Congress might be less than receptive to the needs of
education, Mrs. Ellerson Ng pointed out that this is largely the same Republican Congress that worked in a bipartisan manner over the past two years to
pass ESSA.
Talk of choice continues with Title I dollars following a child to the school
of choice. In the minds of AASA staff, the Republicans could not stomach
sending Title I funds somewhere else. So far, the administration has said it will
create a $20B fund for Title I choice. Ellerson Ng speculated that this idea has
already been exhausted as most in Congress, even the most staunch, do not
believe there should be a Washington-based voucher program.
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The next issue looming on the horizon is the reauthorization of IDEA. The
fact that some districts cannot serve these students, choice enters into the
conversation as a desirable option for some of these children. Some suppose
that the reauthorization of IDEA presents another opportunity for discussion
of a voucher program.
A closely watched related matter is Endrew v. Douglas County School District
as it applies to defining meaningful educational benefits of IDEA services.
This presents a potentially very costly, much higher standard of service in an
already underfunded mandate. Arguably this is the most important special
education case in 30 years.
When AASA’s policy team was asked whether there would be more federal
funding to enable school districts to improve the mental health of students,
the answer was a potential “yes.” Title IV of ESSA, if appropriately funded,
would allow districts to receive a new federal funding stream that could be
utilized to address the mental health needs of students. This programmatic
funding stream is incredibly broad and could be used for many purposes, but
mental health is explicitly listed.
In addition, a change to school-based Medicaid administration known as
the “free care rule” would also enable districts to be reimbursed for mental
health services that are normally provided free to the community at large.
This means that if a school psychologist were to counsel a student who was
Medicaid eligible, the district could seek reimbursement for the services the
school psychologist provided. The change to the free care rule opens up a
new reimbursement opportunity for districts that was previously prohibited
that could make it easier for district personnel to afford to hire these professionals.
The Federal Communications Commission (in coordination with the Universal Service Administrative Company (USAC) oversees the Universal Service
Fund, which provides funding for the E-Rate and Lifeline programs. E-Rate
(also known as the schools and libraries program) is a federal program that
provides discounts to schools and libraries to help them afford internet/
broadband connectivity. The program underwent a significant modernization
in 2014 — including an increase in the funding cap—to shift the program
from mere internet access to broadband connectivity. The Lifeline program
(sometimes called ‘Obamaphone’, though it was created under President Reagan) helps families in need obtain voice connectivity services. It also recently
underwent a modernization to allow beneficiaries to choose between phone
or broadband/internet connectivity at home.
Depending on who President-elect Trump seats at the head of the FCC, the
E-Rate program and its supporters could find themselves playing defense.
There is a mindset—including among those whose names are being floated
for chairman of the FCC—that the E-Rate program isn’t working because
test scores aren’t going up. E-Rate is a program related to connectivity and its
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metrics for evaluation are related to how schools and libraries access better
connectivity. While it stands to reason that with better connectivity schools/
libraries can offer deeper/more meaningful learning opportunities and, as
a result, impact student learning, it is a false premise to measure E-Rate on
if it improves student achievement. That is like planting an apple tree and
measuring its performance by whether or not it grows applesauce. Yes, you
can get apple sauce from apples, but the tree will only ever produce apples,
not applesauce.
School administrators should make sure their members of Congress know
what the E-Rate program is, why it matters to schools, and the success
schools are having with the program in building out broadband connectivity
to schools.
Ms. Finnan, reporting on her recent work with state executives, indicated
that the Trump down ticket impact was the biggest anyone had ever seen.
Republicans picked up nearly 1,000 seats in state legislatures resulting in
controlling both chambers in 32 states. Democrats control both chambers in
only 13 states and 4 states are split. Important to remember is that much of
the work authorized in ESSA is going to take place at the state level leaving
superintendents with the challenge of potentially managing many local fights
over the implementation of the act.
In a related issue, momentum appears to be gaining for the possibility of a
constitutional convention under Article V, which requires 2/3 of the states to
authorize an amendment to the Constitution and 3/4 of the states for ratification. A balanced budget amendment supported by groups like ALEC and
the need to address Citizens United are fodder for such an event. Superintendents were cautioned to take this matter seriously.
Regulations not specified in law for the National School Lunch Program
will likely be softened under the new administration. The new Secretary of
Agriculture could also intervene as the nutrition program is contained in that
department. Michelle Obama played a key role in establishing the standards
for The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, which implemented these
strict standards on school meals. While the first lady has been really protective of the standards, many districts are seeking more flexibility because,
according the AASA staff, they are having difficulty getting the food that
meets the standards, paying for the food, and getting kids to actually eat the
food. Finally, the verification of eligibility moved from 3-10%, presenting a
huge administrative burden.
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Resources
AASA Policy Advocacy:
https://www.aasa.org/content.aspx?id=104
Mental health: http://www.aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_
Advocacy/ESSA_Resource_Library/Title%20IV%20FINAL%20
102016.docx
Endrew v Douglas County School District:
http://www.wrightslaw.com/law/caselaw/2015/10th.endrew.
douglas.benefit.fape.pdf
http://www.scotusblog.com/case-files/cases/endrew-f-v-douglascounty-school-district/
Center for Budget and Policy Priorities: http://www.cbpp.org/
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010: http://www.ncsl.org/
research/human-services/healthy-hunger-free-kids-act-of2010-summary.aspx
http://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/healthy-hunger-freekids-act
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United States
Department of
Education Briefing

R

uthanne Buck, Senior Advisor to the Secretary of Education,
began by focusing on the regulating of ESSA. The Department announced all of the areas planned to be regulated with an emphasis
on accountability, assessment, supplement not supplant, plus
offering guidance on a whole host of areas. To date, more than
20,000 comments on accountability have been received and are under review
with an announcement in the coming weeks. Regarding assessment, the department has conducted negotiated rulemaking resulting in regulations that
reduce unnecessary testing and assess students while also addressing ELL
students fairly and promoting innovation. These proposals are presently out
for public comment. Supplement not supplant has been a hotbed of interest
and the Department is presently working through the public comments.
Reflecting on three priorities – equity, elevating the teacher profession, college completion – Ms. Buck reported that the Department was committed to
retaining fidelity of those priorities while considering the civil rights legacy
as an important element of everything the Department does. In her view,
supporting civil rights is more important than it has ever been.
When AASA Executive Director Domenech asked about the potential regulations, including measures of social-emotional development in the ESSA
regulations on assessment, Ms. Buck indicated that the regulations were not
yet finalized and that many comments received focused on well-rounded education flexibility with opening regulations up to be responsive to your local
condition orientation.
While restricted from speculating on the transition, Ms. Buck reminded
superintendents that of the more than 4,000 department members, only 150
are political appointments subject to departure during the transition. The
remaining employees are professional staff members who will continue to
operate in the department.
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She closed with a reflection on how important the Ambassadors program
has proven to be. Linked with the Teach to Lead Program, practitioners had
access to Department operations and have provided valuable input on the
policy development process.

Resources
USDOE Teaching and Principal Ambassador Fellowship: http://
www2.ed.gov/programs/teacherfellowship/index.html
http://blog.ed.gov/2014/12/2015-2016-teaching-andprincipal-ambassador-fellowship-program-applications-nowavailable/
USDOE Teach to Lead Program: http://teachtolead.org/
USDOE Teaching and Principal Ambassador Fellowship: http://
www2.ed.gov/programs/teacherfellowship/index.html
http://blog.ed.gov/2014/12/2015-2016-teaching-andprincipal-ambassador-fellowship-programapplications-now-available/
USDOE Teach to Lead Program: http://teachtolead.org/
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White House
Staff Briefing

I

n his annual yet final appearance at the Superintendent of the Year
Forum, Roberto Rodriquez, Special Assistant to the President for
Education Policy, began with an expression of pride they had for the
accomplishments of this administration. The President had very clear
early goals:

■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Early childhood education.
Create high standards, work with governors on career and college
readiness.
Focus on a great teacher in every classroom.
Prepare well equipped teachers – building a pipeline for new teachers.
Do more to reform NCLB.
Use data to drive decision making.
Reduce the achievement gap.

ESSA represents a bipartisan achievement including:
■■

■■
■■

New national goal of college and career readiness for all our students with
states and districts having the support necessary to chart progress toward
that goal while having the flexibility and agency needed to make the decisions needed to determine how best to reach that goal.
Continued focus on new ideas for supporting teachers.
Reshape accountability system, including new indicators that engage
students and include social-emotional indicators, attendance, innovation,
personalized learning, pioneering models of innovative learning, use of
formative assessments – what is faced is “what is the future of reform?
Encouraged exemplar districts that are actually making advances; a cadre
of districts committed to making change is a powerful advocacy.
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Superintendent
OF THE Year
Forum
Mr. Rodriquez indicated an equally important piece is the need to engage in

the upcoming debate for innovation and redesigning our high schools, including if the public investment in education really does count and why. Are
the dollars invested really paying off; not a dollar
invested in the old way of doing things, but in
innovative new ways teaching and learning? The
Public education
President firmly believes that education is the first
is the leader
rung of the ladder of opportunity.
in innovation and
opportunity for
Speaking of teacher preparation, he reflected on
our kids.
the fact that there isn’t enough time for pro-

eadership
OR
hange

Current challenges and future
opportunities facing public education

fessional development of teachers. We haven’t
mounted a serious enough effort around PD –
partly because we haven’t captured exactly what
is involved in high quality teaching. The President believes that we need to provide all teachers
with their game tape and the coaching necessary to improve their game. He
worries that the prep-service without a robust induction period is a huge
national challenge.

Roberto Rodriquez, Special
Assistant to the President for
Education Policy

Finally, the White House Domestic Policy Council sees additional challenges:
■■

■■
■■

There is a need to free up time for actual teaching and learning. The President receives letters from teachers regarding how much low level assessment has taken time away from teaching.
There is a need to attract a new cadre of teachers.
The most important legacy is to galvanize a call for a path to college and
career readiness standards and deeper commitment to PD connected to
the standards.

Some promising indicators were reviewed:
■■
■■
■■

From philanthropy - $750M to redefine high school.
Head Start is increased by 68,000 kids with significant improvement day
by day.
40 communities around the country offer free community college.
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Congressional
Briefing

M

oderated by Noelle Ellerson Ng, a panel of congressional
staff members reflected on the past work of Congress on
education issues and speculated on what the future holds.
The moderator began by asking panelists for two education
policy issues they predicted would receive early attention
from Congress and the new administration.
Senator Murray’s staff member, Amanda Beaumont, commented on the
strong bipartisan working relationship with Chairman Alexander and suggested that Senator Murray has a keen interest in the reauthorization of the
Perkins Career and Technical Education Act. She further suggested that the
topic of college affordability would be a central theme in the reauthorization
of the Higher Education Act. Representative Kline’s aide, Amy Jones, echoed
the choices offered by her senate counterpart.
Bob Moran from Chairman Lamar Alexander’s Senate Health Education
Labor and Pensions Committee reflected on the fact that when the senator
assumed control of the committee, he had three priorities:

■■
■■
■■

Fix NCLB, which has been done with the enactment of ESSA.
Consider 21st century healthcare – better health care solutions.
Reauthorize the Higher Education Act.

Moran suggested that Perkins may move faster than the Higher Education
Act because of the strong work that has been done on it.
He also believed that in the first few weeks of the new congress the senator
would address regulations recently released by the administration dealing
with accountability and supplement v supplant. Potentially, the Congressional Review Act could be used to stop those regulations from going into effect.
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Finally, he believed that there is some interest in having states evaluate the
teacher preparation programs.
Katie Brown from Representative Glenn Thompson’s staff agreed with her
colleagues regarding the early consideration of career and technical education and higher education, but also pointed to Title I allocation formula
concerns. Under ESSA the Department is requiring a study to conduct Title
I allocations with the results due out no later than June 2017. According to
Ms. Brown, there is significant interest in the result of this study (including
AASA).
Noelle Ellerson Ng pressed the congressional staff members to project into
the future and speculate what their bosses priorities would be.

Senator Murray (Amanda Beaumont)
■■
■■

■■

Helping states with early childhood education – she believes there is much
more that the federal government could do
ESSA implementation - concerned about supplement not supplant and
accountability regulations; with changes in ESSA regulations coming,
implementation would be disrupted
College affordability - using Title II funds to resolve teacher shortage

Representative Kline (Amy Jones)
■■
■■
■■

ESSA implementation - with the change in administration it is important
to make sure the letter of the law is being implemented as written
Higher Education issues (unspecified)
Career and technical education - getting people trained and into the workforce

Senator Alexander (Bob Moran)
■■

■■

Implementation of ESSA– states need early guidance as there are still
questions regarding the law. He prefers guidance rather than regulatory
structure
Obama Care - allowing choice and flexibility within the plans

Superintendents challenged the staff members to address the reauthorization of IDEA with particular interest in funding levels. One superintendent
reflected on the fact that 90% of litigation in his district was directed at
services for disabled students suggesting that if there was one issue that would
move the needle in school districts it would be properly funding IDEA. While
support was expressed concerning IDEA funding, several staff members
mentioned the competition for funding with Title I, Pell grants, entitlements,
and non-defense spending.

30

n 2016 State Superintendent of the Year Forum

Dr. Domenech brought closure to the session by addressing one of the most
contentious issues – choice and vouchers. Senator Alexander’s representative
reminded participants that the senator has a deep love and passion for the
$20 billion proposal, which has been discussed for several years, and has advocated for choice in ESSA. Understandably, representatives for many Democratic members of Congress expressed their boss’ opposition to the idea.
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Strive to be
Tomorrow …
Today

J

immy Casas, CEO ConnectEDD, served as the final speaker for the
forum. His theme served to complement Dr. Tucker’s presentation as the
first element focused on building community and relationships; and that
those relationships will be enhanced by effective use of the technology
that has become the norm in so many communities. In Mr. Casas’ view,
we can no longer ignore the fact that kids are different now, and we have
to admit to ourselves that in some cases kids can educate themselves –
through the technology we are sometimes reluctant to use in schools.

2013 State
Superintendent
Essential
to understanding his message was his view that our world is full
THE Year
ofOF
average;
the question is where average is right now in your district. What
Forum
does
it look like? What are you doing about it? The key is what are you going

to do about it (average)? The challenge is not just to believe it but to act on it.
The answer to these difficult questions dominated his presentation.

Leadership is not
how you respond
when you know
what to do, rather
how you respond
Currentwhen
challenges and
future don’t
you
opportunities facing public education
know what to do.

eadership
OR
hange

Innovation is found in defining a new role to
fit the needs of your community. The only way
to build community is to build capacity: coach
adults up and solicit sustainable support. As districts work toward this goal, he again warned not
to allow average to be the standard.

The task is to build your board team and help
them understand that if schools are failing, it is a
leadership issue. They need to understand that no
Jimmy Casas
one wants to be average. We have to practice what
is difficult; tell people they are underperforming
and assist them to build capacity – coach them up. Promote the view that no
one went into education to be less than average. Those who have become less
than average have simply lost their way. Great leaders can inspire them back
to greatness!
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Mr. Casas suggested that we think we are “fixers.” We think we can fix everything. We think we can save everyone, yet we must address the bottom
third that sucks the life out of a leader. This requires transforming the belief
system: do we really do what we say we do? Surround yourself with “excellents” and do not concentrate all your time on the bottom third. Your job is
not to fix them, but to inspire them to be greater. He further suggests that it
starts with a mindset – expect excellence – it isn’t perfection – none of us are2013 State
perfect; strive for excellence, not perfection.
Superintendent

OF THE

He believes that by investing your time in the best people, not ineffective Forum
people, you build capital. Part of building that capital is to lead the onboarding process and understand that schools can’t do it alone. Instructional
coaches are an essential part of the onboarding process.
In an effort to bring perspective to the task of
promoting excellence, he asked an important
question. When was the last time you tried something for the first time? Translating that to working
with teachers you gain perspective on why they
are scared and fearful of doing things differently.
He suggested addressing that fear of the unknown
by asking them what they would do differently if
they weren’t afraid. He firmly believes that great
change in schools begins with self-change of the
staff. Model the behavior you want repeated.

Year

Every student
and every teacher
deserve to be in a
school environment
where they have an
Current challenges and future
opportunity
to leave
opportunities facing public education
their legacy.

Leadership
FOR
Change
Jimmy Casas

He observed that many build pockets of excellence when it is systems of
excellence that are needed. You do this, in part, by building capacity with
veteran employees, not just new employees. It is important that the leader
doesn’t have to be an expert at everything but without the use of digital tools,
the task is difficult. In addition, differentiated instruction is about a system of
teams – not departments. Individualization means assessing students immediately, getting them to give the teacher feedback as to where they are, which
opens the door to personalized learning.
Building capacity cannot take place if people are always asking you for permission. It is the job of the leader to inspire ideas. Casas closed the session
with the suggestion that superintendents stop waiting for someone to change
the world when they are that leader.

Resources
International Center for Leadership in Education (Division of
HMH): https://www.linkedin.com/company/international-center-for-leadership-in-education?
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Conclusion

T

he purpose of this document is to share knowledge shared at the
forum with the broader AASA membership from the view point
of the State Superintendents of the Year. School district leaders
are encouraged to review this white paper and consider the lessons shared as they work to transform education.

For more information regarding the National Superintendent of the Year program, please contact Dr. Bernadine Futrell, Director of Awards and Collaborations at bfutrell@aasa.org or 703-875-0717.
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Celebrating
Outstanding
Leadership
Since 1988, the AASA National
Superintendent of the Year Program
has enabled Americans to recognize
and honor U.S. superintendents
for the contributions they make
every day by advocating for public
education, our nation’s children and
our country’s future.
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2016 SUPERINTENDENTS
OF THE YEAR
Alabama

Janet Womack

Florence City Schools

Alaska

Bob Crumley

Chugach School District

Arizona

Gail Pletnick

Dysart Unified School District

Arkansas

Dale Query

Flippin School District

California

Devin Vodicka

Vista Unified School District

Colorado

Bruce Messinger

Boulder Valley School District

Connecticut

Colleen Palmer

Weston Public Schools

Delaware

Mervin Daugherty

Red Clay Consolidated School
District

Florida

Robert Runcie

Broward County Public Schools

Georgia

Scott Cowart

Carroll County School District

Idaho

Joseph A. Kren

St. Maries Joint School District
No. 41

Illinois

Judith Hackett

Northwest Suburban Special
Education Organization (NSSEO)
District 807

Indiana

Margaret Hoernemann

Avon Community School
Corporation

Iowa

Martha Bruckner

Council Bluffs Community
School District

Kansas

Cynthia Lane

Kansas City, Kansas Public
Schools

Kentucky

Owens Saylor

Daviess County Public Schools

Louisiana

Darrell Fairburn

Washington Parish School System

Maine

Richard Colpitts

Oxford Hills School District MSAD 17

Maryland

David Cox

Allegany County Public Schools

Massachusetts

Andre Ravenelle

Fitchburg Public Schools

Michigan

Michael Rice

Kalamazoo Public Schools

Minnesota

Daniel Bittman

Sauk Rapids-Rice (ISD 47)

Mississippi

Larry Green

Western Line School District

Missouri

Michael Fulton

Pattonville R-3 School District

Montana

Corey Austin

Target Range School District #23

Nebraska

Jay Bellar

Battle Creek Public Schools

36

n 2016 State Superintendent of the Year Forum

Nevada

Elisabeth Noonan

Douglas County School District

New Hampshire

Brian Blake

Sanborn Regional School District

New Jersey

Judith Rattner

Berkeley Heights Public Schools

New Mexico

TJ Parks

Hobbs Municipal Schools

New York

Susan Allen

East Irondequoit Central School
District

North Carolina

Freddie Williamson

Hoke County Schools

North Dakota

Jack Maus

Grafton Public School District

Ohio

Thomas Tucker

Princeton City School District

Oklahoma

Pam Deering

Midwest City-Del City Public
Schools

Oregon

Heidi Sipe

Umatilla School District #6R

Pennsylvania

Mark DiRocco

Lewisburg Area School District

Rhode Island

Georgia Fortunato

Lincoln Public Schools

South Carolina

Stephen Hefner

School District Five of Lexington
and Richland Counties

South Dakota

Tim Graf

Milbank School District

Tennessee

Mike Looney

Williamson County Schools

Texas

Mary Whiteker

Hudson Independent School
District

Utah

Steve Carlsen

Carbon County School District

Vermont

Ron Ryan

Addison-Rutland Supervisory
Union

Virginia

Pamela Moran

Albemarle County Public Schools
(ACPS)

Washington

Steven Webb

Vancouver Public Schools

West Virginia

Frank Blackwell

Wyoming County Schools

Wisconsin

Patricia Deklotz

Kettle Moraine School District

Wyoming

Shon Hocker

Big Horn County SD #1

Canada

John Crocco

Niagara Catholic District School
Board

International

Timothy Carr

Jakarta Intercultural School (JIS)

For more information about the National Superintendent of the Year
program, please contact the Dr. Bernadine Futrell, Director of Awards and
Collaborations at bfutrell@aasa.org or 703-875-0717.
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2016 Superintendents of the Year
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National Superintendent
of the Year Forum
AASA, The School Superintendents Association
1615 Duke Street
Alexandria, VA 22314
703-528-0700
www.aasa.org

