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See Honoring DiRocco, page 4

PASA HONORS THE CAREER OF
DR. MARK DiROCCO

PASA NAMES DR. MICHELE M. 
BALLIET NEXT DIRECTOR OF 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

A f t e r 
more than 
44 years in 
public edu-
cation,  in-
cluding over 
14 years as 
S u p e r i n -
tendent at 
Lewisburg 
Area School 

District, and 6 years of serving educational 
leaders as the executive director of the 
Pennsylvania Association of School Admin-
istrators (PASA), Dr. Mark DiRocco will retire 
on September 30.  Dr. Sherri Smith will step 
in as PASA’s next executive director effective 
October 1.

“It has been an honor to serve as the 
Executive Director of PASA and serve our 
superintendents and school leaders across 

the state,” Dr. DiRocco said. “It has been a 
wonderful capstone to my career and I thank 
all the past and current PASA officers, board 
members, and staff for all their support.  I 
wish Dr. Smith and PASA the best of success 
in the future.”

During Dr. DiRocco’s six-year leader-
ship tenure, PASA services and programs 
have flourished, building on relationships 
with supporters and boosting membership. 
He helped PASA become a vital voice on 
education-related legislation and increased 
the organization’s visibility at the Capitol, 
testifying on critical education bills. 

As the first superintendent to lead 
PASA, he expanded professional develop-
ment programs designed to support school 
administrators.  

And when times were far from calm 
as a global pandemic shuttered in-person 
education and created chaos in school com-

munities across the Commonwealth, Mark 
stepped up to provided steady leadership 
and support to PASA members through 
weekly virtual sessions and one-on-one 
consultations. He unified leaders on strat-
egy—and helped to breakdown complex 
guidance from the Department of Educa-
tion.  

“Mark is the epitome of an educator,” 
PASA Board of Governors President Jay 
Burkhart said. “His selfless service to our stu-
dents and staff is something that will never 
be exceeded but hopefully duplicated for 
many years to come. Mark will never know 
how much he is appreciated—only because 
he is too dedicated to think any appreciation 
is warranted. Best of wishes to Mark, Kim, 
and his entire family.”

Prior to his work at PASA, Dr. DiRocco 
spent 21 years at Lewisburg Area including 

Dr. Mark DiRocco thanks attendees 
for their support at the Country 

Club of Harrisburg.

The Pennsylvania Association of School 
Administrators is excited to announce the 
hire of Dr. Michele M. Balliet to fill the role 
of Director of Professional Development. 
She will succeed Dr. Sherri Smith who will 
transition to the role of Executive Director 
on Oct. 1.

Dr. Balliet is a proven leader with 
nearly 20 years of experience in school 
administration. She currently serves as 
the superintendent of Elizabethtown Area 
School District—a role she held since 2011 
when she became the district’s seventh 
superintendent. She was promoted from 
the Assistant Superintendent position in 
the district.

“I am thrilled to know that Dr. Michele 
Balliet will be leading the professional 
development work at PASA,” incoming ex-
ecutive director (effective Oct. 1) Dr. Sherri 
Smith said. “Not only does Dr. Balliet bring 

32 years of experi-
ence in public edu-
cation, eleven of 
those years as a Su-
perintendent, but 
she has also held 
many positions spe-
cifically leading curriculum and professional 
development programs and services.  Her 
knowledge, skills, and passion for education 
will be a true asset to PASA and our school 
leaders across the Commonwealth.”

Balliet guided her district of 3,900 stu-
dents and 500 staff members through the 
COVID-19 pandemic and other crises with 
care, compassion, and a steady focus on 
student needs, fostering an environment 
that inspires a passion for learning and con-
tinual growth, personal integrity, the pursuit 

See PASA Names Balliet, page 3

Dr. Michele Balliet
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FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
DR. MARK DIROCCO

A HEARTFELT FAREWELL
Proud Leadership for Pennsylvania Schools

This will be my final column as Executive Director of PASA. It 
has been an honor to serve in this position for the past six years 
and support our school leaders across the state.  The best part 
of the job was getting to meet and interact with so many great 
educational leaders in a variety of settings.  I am truly impressed 
with the courage, fortitude, and dedication of our educators in the 
position of school leadership.  

The past two years have been excruciatingly difficult to say the least.  Yet so many of our 
educators withstood the onslaught of the issues of the pandemic and the chaos that came 
with it to lead their district through the troubled waters with great distinction.  You will always 
have my admiration for leading so well in such difficult times.  Some of the most fulfilling work 
I did at PASA was providing updates and assistance to you during the height of the pandemic.  

As I come to the sunset of my career, I am extremely grateful to all those who helped me 
along the way.  They are too numerous to mention but I thank those who saw something in 
me many years ago and encouraged me to advance to leadership positions.  I’ve tried to pay 
that forward over the years and encourage all of you to do the same in appreciation for those 
who helped you along your path.  I have found it a far better feeling knowing that I helped 
someone succeed rather than focusing on my own success.  Gratitude is a powerful force and 
has helped me maintain a positive perspective as a leader.

I thank all the officers and board members of PASA for giving me the privilege of leading 
this organization over the past six years.  I also thank all the current and past PASA staff mem-
bers for their hard work, loyalty, and dedication to PASA.  I appreciate all they did for me and 
our members.

I hope you believe that our PASA 
members were well served during my 
tenure and the organization is poised 
to do well in the future. I wish Dr. Sherri 
Smith the best of success as she assumes 
the leadership of PASA.  Sherri was my 
go-to person at PDE during the pandemic 
and helped me craft many of the briefings 
that we conducted for our members.  I am 
confident that she will be an excellent 
Executive Director and will take PASA to 
greater heights during her tenure.  

Please accept my best wishes for 
the future and know that I will be rooting for you and the work you do for children each day.  
Remember that no other institution in the history of our nation has done more good for more 
people than public education and you are part of that great history. I encourage you to keep 
the faith, stay strong, always do what you think is best, take measured risks when needed, and 
remember to take care of yourself.  I look forward to reading about the great things you are 
doing for your students!

With Gratitude,
Mark DiRocco

THOUGHT FOR THE DAY
Education is the Movement from darkness to light. 

– Allan Bloom

They are too numerous to mention but I thank 
those who saw something in me many years 
ago and encouraged me to advance to leader-
ship positions. I’ve tried to pay that forward 
over the years and encourage all of you to do 
the same in appreciation for those who helped 
you along your path. I have found it a far better 
feeling knowing that I helped someone suc-
ceed rather than focusing on my own success. 
Gratitude is a powerful force and has helped 
me maintain a positive perspective as a leader.
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NATIONAL RECAP:
Free breakfast for all 
PA schoolchildren to 
start on Oct. 1— Pennsylvania parents will soon be able to check 
making breakfast off their list of things to do in the morning rush 
to get their children ready for school. Starting Oct. 1 and running 
through the remainder of the 2022-23 school year, that morning 
meal will be provided in schools. Read the rest of the story: “Free 
breakfast for all PA schoolchildren to start on Oct. 1” (from Penn-
live.com, 9/9/22)

Governor Wolf Announces $7 Million in Funding to Provide Free 
Healthy Snacks in PA Schools— Governor Tom Wolf announced 
that 266 elementary schools will receive $7 million in grant funding 
to provide students with fresh fruit and vegetable snacks during 
the school day. The funding was awarded through the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP). 
Read the rest of the story: “Governor Wolf Announces $7 Million 
in Funding to Provide Free Healthy Snacks in PA Schools” (from 
Governor Wolf, 8/31/22)

 The Kids Are All Right? Teens Are Optimistic About the Future— It 
seems nearly every poll, study, and anecdote show that teenagers’ 
overall mental health is in a bad state. But here’s a bit of good news: 
A new survey of teenagers by ACT has found that despite all of the 
challenges thrown up by the pandemic in the past few years, teens 
are overwhelmingly optimistic about their futures. More than 80 
percent of students said they feel high levels of optimism that their 
lives will turn out well, according to survey results released by ACT, 
the nonprofit that runs the ACT college entrance exam. High school-
ers see well-paying jobs, home ownership, and good health in their 
futures. Read the rest of the story: “The Kids Are All Right? Teens 
Are Optimistic About the Future” (from EducationWeek, 9/8/22)

Pennsylvania Releases New App to Connect 
Students and Families Experiencing Home-
lessness with Resources— The Pennsylvania 
Department of Education (PDE) announced 
the creation of Finding Your Way in PA, a 
Pennsylvania-based mobile and desktop 
app developed by the Center for Schools and 
Communities to help connect students and 
families experiencing homelessness with local services and 
resources. Read the rest of the story: “Pennsylvania Releases 
New App to Connect Students and Families Experiencing 
Homelessness with Resources” (from PA Dept. of Ed, 7/26/22)

LEGISLATIVE NEWS: 
Ortitay Appointed to Basic Education Funding Commis-
sion— Speaker of the House Bryan Cutler (R-Lancaster) 
recently appointed Rep. Jason Ortitay (R-Washington/Al-
legheny) to be one of two representatives from the House 
Republican Caucus on the Basic Education Funding Commis-
sion. Created by Act 51 of 2014, the 15-member bipartisan 
commission developed and recommended to the General 
Assembly in 2015 a new formula for distributing state fund-
ing for basic education to Pennsylvania school districts. 
Every few years the commission is reconstituted to review 
the formula to make sure it is working properly and make 
recommendations for changes. Read the rest of the story: 
“Ortitay Appointed to Basic Education Funding Commis-
sion” (from Press Release 8/15/22)

STATE NEWS: 
Slashed Funding, Equity, Parent Choice: PA Gov. Candidates 
Have Hugely Different Education Plans— Democratic 
gubernatorial candidate Josh Shapiro wants to continue to 
increase public education funding in Pennsylvania, while his 
opponent, Republican Doug Mastriano, wants to dramati-
cally cut it. Mastriano, a state senator, would take the funds 
and move them to separate accounts parents can use to send 
their children to any school they want, including charter 
and religious schools. Read the rest of the story: “Slashed 
Funding, Equity, Parent Choice: Pa. Gov. Candidates Have 
Hugely Different Education Plans” (from WHYY (PBS/NPR), 
8/24/22)

Pennsylvania Department of Education: School Bus Drivers 
Play Critical Role For PA Students— Pennsylvania Depart-
ment of Education Acting Secretary Eric Hagarty and the 
Pennsylvania School Bus Association (PSBA) visited Duncan-
non to tour the Rohrer Bus facility in and highlight the critical 
role that school bus drivers play across the commonwealth. 
“As we work to ensure that students in all areas—rural, 
urban, and suburban alike—have access to a high-quality 
education, we must also provide access to safe, reliable 
transportation to and from school,” said Acting Secretary 
Hagarty. “School bus drivers are critical in that mission, and 
PDE is committed to supporting this industry as it works 
to recruit individuals to the workforce.” Read the rest of the 
story: “Pennsylvania Department of Education: School Bus 
Drivers Play Critical Role For PA Students” (from PA Dept. of 
Edu., 9/6/22)

of educational excellence and social responsibility. She’s also 
led the district through numerous construction and renova-
tion projects including the launch of Bear Creek Elementary 
School and renovations to Elizabethtown Area Middle School 
and the East High Street and Bainbridge elementary schools.

Prior to her role in administration, Balliet served as the 
assistant to the superintendent for curriculum and instruction 
for Lower Dauphin School District, a Curriculum Specialist at 
the Capital Area Intermediate Unit, an educational consultant 
on curriculum, and a Program Director at PA Partnership for 
Economic Education.

“I am thrilled to be joining the PASA team as your next 
Director of Professional Development,” Dr. Michele M. Balliet 
said. “I look forward to this opportunity to walk alongside 
educational leaders across the Commonwealth, supporting 
them and their professional growth as they navigate the 
complexities of public education.”

PASA NAMES BALLIET
continued from page 1

https://whyy.org/articles/pa-2022-election-governor-candidates-shapiro-mastriano-education-plans/
https://www.pennlive.com/news/2022/09/free-breakfasts-for-all-pa-schoolchildren-to-start-on-oct-1.html
https://www.governor.pa.gov/newsroom/governor-wolf-announces-7-million-in-funding-to-provide-free-healthy-snacks-in-pa-schools/
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/2022/High-School-Students-Perspectives-on-Their-Futures.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/the-kids-are-all-right-teens-are-optimistic-about-the-future/2022/09
https://www.media.pa.gov/pages/education-details.aspx?newsid=1311
https://www.pahousegop.com/News/31183/Latest-News/Ortitay-Appointed-to-Basic-Education-Funding-Commission
https://www.media.pa.gov/Pages/Education-Details.aspx?newsid=1321
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FALL FOR OPTIMISM
BY JOHN SANVILLE, 

2021-22 INCOMING PASA BOARD PRESIDENT
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HONORING DIROCCO
continued from page 1

Greetings to everyone across 
Pennsylvania. I am writing to you 
from Chester County in the south-
east corner of the Commonwealth. 
However, wherever you are reading 
this the school year is underway. 
The work that began as early as last 
winter and that continued during 
the spring and summer has paid off. 
This is truly the time to exhale and 
refocus on making the educational 
experience a little better next year.

 Education is all a matter of build-
ing bridges. ~ Ralph Ellison. I love this quote because 
it sums up what I believe to be true - that when we 
make connections between students and teachers, 
parents and educators, and communities and schools - 
students and staff are best able to thrive and grow. 
When we intend to build bridges, our optimism 
becomes vital to success. Each element of the bridge 
needs to be aligned with our stated district missions. 
Completion of the task is multi-layered and needs the 
input, experience, and energy of many. In research 
studies the evidence is overwhelming - people work 
harder for and prefer to follow optimistic leaders. 

 So … where do we get the optimism that will 
make building bridges easier? Start with yourself. It is 
well-known that when we project happiness on 
others – it catches on. Everyone around you derives 
meaning by the way you carry yourself - so say good 
morning and smile as you walk in. Remind yourself that 
how you respond to circumstances and people 
matters not only in the moment but after it by those 
who see it and or are impacted by it. Set yourself up for 
success by approaching each situation by anticipating 
a positive outcome. Even when that seems impossible 
- there is always a better option - and if you believe 
that you will always find it.

 We are living in a world where change is constant 
and challenges to schools are many. Increasingly it is 
our ability to be nimble while leading that makes the 
difference. Like you, I have walked into meetings where 
there were more questions than answers, where 
frustration hung in the air, and where it seemed like 
there were two camps instead of one community. And 
like you, sometimes it got the better of me until I was 
able to readjust my thinking and get my bearings. This 
is where underlying optimism makes the difference.

 There are dozens of opportunities every day 
including when you come in and leave work, during 
meetings, during conversations in the hall, when 
asking or answering questions, on the phone, online, 
and a million other places. Schools are filled with 
people and all kinds of adventures and activities and 
each is a chance to share your positive outlook. So as 
we prepare for the shorter days, cooler nights, and the 
brilliant colors of fall, I ask that we all dig a little deeper 
to find that part of ourselves that is confident and 
strong. 

 

Dr. Mark DiRocco and Dr. Sherri Smith embrace 
at Mark’s retirement celebration at the 

Country Club of Harrisburg. 

14 as superintendent. 
Under his leadership, 
the Lewisburg’s stu-
dent achievement lev-
els were consistently in 
the top 5 percent in the 
Commonwealth and 
ranked in the top 50 
Pennsylvania schools 
for student SAT scores 
for 11 years. 

Prior to becoming 
superintendent, Dr. Di-
Rocco served as both 
the middle and high school principal at Lewisburg Area School 
District for five years.

His leadership at the district earned him recognition as the 
Pennsylvania Superintendent of the Year in 2016. 

“It’s hard to find the words to express the gratitude for a person 
who has given so selflessly and dedicated one’s entire career to lead-
ing and supporting public education,” Smith said. “You have been an 
inspiration to all of us and an excellent example for all educational 
leaders to aspire to. Thank you for your service, your compassion and 
your dedication to education and students of the Commonwealth.” 

From all the staff at PASA, we’re honored to have your leader-
ship and guidance over the last six year. Thank you, Mark. We wish 
you the very best in the relaxing years of retirement! 

To view Mark’s 
retirement video, 

CLICK HERE.

You are where you are because of hard work, dedication, and 
commitment to creating and maintaining positive educational 
environments. So, roll up your sleeves and be the source of optimism 
for your office, your school, and your community.   Let it become a 
habit and soon others will adopt it too. Before you know it there are 
more smiles and more accomplishments. There is no downside!
 So now I offer wise words from Helen Keller…. Optimism is the faith 
that leads to achievement.  Nothing can be done without hope and 
confidence. Here is to making 2022-23 the year Pennsylvania schools 
adopted optimism - a zero cost plan - and benefited from the 
changes it brought.

https://vimeo.com/751212070
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WHAT TO KNOW BEFORE 
USING BUS BROKERS

The Pennsylvania Bus Association (PBA) wants to alert you to 
a troubling trend we are seeing across the United States regard-
ing a new type of “bus company” marketed to school districts. The 
problem is that these are not bus companies at all, but artfully 
created websites that imitate a bus company, using various names 
and websites. They do not own any buses or motorcoaches, or 
maintenance facilities, nor do they employ any drivers, mechanics, 
or typical support staff.

Simply a phenomenon of the internet, these “companies” are 
known as brokers and, once they capture someone’s business, 
they simply try to find a real, but unsuspecting bus company that 
will accept the trip. Savvy bus and motorcoach companies refuse 
business from brokers. Their pattern of not paying bus companies 
or disclosing the details of a trip is, unfortunately, all too familiar.

Recently, we have seen school officials trying to find buses at 
the last minute because the contracted carrier (the broker) failed to 
deliver a bus. Brokers rarely disclose they are a broker, so the school 
official believes they have contracted with a real bus company.

In contrast, PBA’s members consist of men and women business 
owners that make their home in Pennsylvania. We have invested 
in expensive buses, maintenance, and office facilities, and employ 
thousands of Pennsylvanians. Whether taking students on their first 
trip to Washington, D.C., a local museum, or a school sporting event, 
PBA’s member companies and their employees take immense pride 
in providing this transportation to our neighbors and communities. 

A list of member bus and motorcoach companies domiciled 
in and, more important, invested in Pennsylvania with tangible as-
sets and employees is on our website at www.pabus.org. We hope 
this information will go a long way toward avoiding canceled trips 
and disappointing any more students. We also hope, too, that this 
message gets to the school personnel who make transportation 
decisions at the school level.

Founded in 1923, the Pennsylvania Bus Association has func-
tioned without interruption and with an unrelenting commitment to 
the safety of the traveling public and the economic well-being of its 
member companies. PBA boasts a well-rounded program of activi-
ties for both bus operator and supplier members and carriers with 
a current membership of over 750 entities. Governmental affairs, 
travel and tourism marketing, education, safety, and communication 
constitute the major areas of involvement for this, one of the oldest 
public passenger transportation associations in the United States.

If you have any questions or need help finding bus service, 
please feel free to contact the Executive Director of the Pennsylvania 
Bus Association Pattie Cowley at director@pabus.org. 

Tammy Wolf-Baker, chair of the Pennsylvania Bus Association (PBA)

For Educational Leaders, 
By Educational Leaders
PASA MENTOR 

COACHING PROGRAM

Our superintendents and assistant superintendents con-
tinue to be challenged in ways we never imagined possible.  
The pandemic related complexities above and beyond the 
“normal” requirements for leading a school district are over-
whelming, especially to those who are just beginning their 
roles as superintendents or assistant superintendents.  The 
support of an experienced current or former Pennsylvania-
based superintendent can be especially beneficial to the new 
career superintendent or assistant superintendent’s peace of 
mind, decision-making, and goal achievement.    

PASA has developed and is piloting a mentor coaching 
program to assist with the unexpected and normal challenges 
of the job.  Our program is based upon various international 
and national mentoring and coaching models.  It provides a 
highly personalized approach, customized to the mentee’s 
needs and/or goals, in which an experienced, skilled mentor 
coach serves as the mentee’s thought partner.  

Most successful executives, athletes, musicians, etc. utilize 
an experienced and skilled mentor and/or coach for ongoing 
guidance and training. You, too, deserve this opportunity. 

For more information about PASA’s program, visit our 
website at https://www.pasa-net.org/mentor or contact Dr. 
Sherri Smith at ssmith@pasa-net.org.
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For more information on self-help resources, visit the Well 
Clinic.

How we communicate in the world has a major impact on 
virtually every aspect of our lives and most of us don’t even re-
ally think about it—we just do it automatically…. Below are some 
specific ways you can begin to improve your communication and 
relationship-building skills.

Be Present: 
This one sounds so simple and it is.  But simple does not always 

mean easy.  Being present just means to purposely be aware of what 
is happening in the moment.  So often we are in our heads thinking 
about something that happened earlier in the day, or planning what 
we might do later, or telling ourselves a story about what a particular 
interaction means about ourselves or someone else.

Being present and aware means noticing what is happening 
in the moment without attaching any sort of meaning to it.  The 
next time you have a conversation with someone, experiment with 
just noticing your thoughts, physical sensations, and emotional 
responses without getting caught up in and carried away with them.

Really Listen: 
So often when we are in conversation with someone, our minds 

move easily to other places.  We often recall a similar experience that 
we have had, we may feel pressure to come up with a good piece 
of advice, we may be making a judgment about what the other 
person is telling us, or our minds may just wander to what we are 
going to have for dinner.

Notice if this happens and then return to the person who is talk-
ing and just try to listen.  We can often feel very pulled to respond 
with advice or to share our own experiences.  Practice just listening 
with a kindness and warmth, solid eye contact, and an open and 
attentive body posture.

Seek to Understand: 
So often our actions and responses to others are driven by some 

kind of agenda:  to be right, to make the other person wrong, to 
get our point across, or to show off or prove our own knowledge 
or accomplishments.  When our interactions are primarily driven by 
our own agendas, our ability to really understand and connect with 
another person’s experience is significantly limited.

In your next conversation with someone, try to notice when you 
feel compelled to offer advice or your own experience.  Ask yourself 
why you want to offer these ideas—see if you can identify an agenda 
that stems from a need that you have for yourself.

Try asking clarifying questions to gain a deeper understand-
ing of what the person is telling you rather than offering your own 
experience or advice.  This can show the person that you are really 
focused on and interested in them, which facilitates a stronger con-
nection.  A sincere quality connection with another person allows 
space for and gives rise to more productive discussions and more 
skillful navigation of interaction.  Improved connection also deepens 
the relationship, which leads to more fulfilling and meaningful life 
experiences.

Use Active/Reflective 
Listening

One of the best ways we 
can be present, attentive, and 
show another person that we 
are listening and wanting to 
understand is to use active/
reflective listening.  Reflective 
listening is a communication 
strategy in which the listener 
seeks to understand what the 
other is thinking and feeling 
and to convey this under-
standing back to the person.

You can practice this 
type of listening by using the 
following guidelines:
w Focus on the conversation and try to embrace the other

person’s perspective  without agreeing or disagreeing.
w Use non-verbal communication to mirror the person’s mood

and feelings—for example, use a similar tone of voice and facial
expression.

w Summarize what the other is saying and repeat back the ideas
by using the other person’s own words.

w Stick with the other’s specific ideas without digressing to other
topics.

w Listen for the feelings behind the other person’s words and
reflect those feelings back to the person.

Practice Silence
As we go through our fast-paced, multi-tasking lifestyles we 

tend to move quickly to responses that attempt to fix and problem-
solve.  However, one of the most effect communication tools we can 
use is silence.  Next time you feel compelled to offer a suggestion or 
idea, try pausing with a couple of breaths and allow a few seconds 
to pass before saying something.

It can be helpful to take a moment to let someone’s thoughts, 
ideas, and feelings sink in so that we can reflect on them ourselves 
and respond in a kind, warm, and present way. In a similar way, 
waiting several hours or a day to respond to someone in a text or 
an email can help settle some of the feelings that come up in you 
and give you time to think about and reflect what will be useful and 
helpful to facilitate connection with the other person.

Try practicing some of these ideas in your next conversation 
and see how it goes.  You might be pleasantly surprised at how 
much the discussion can open up and result in you feeling more 
connected to the other person (and to yourself ).  You might even 
get some positive feedback from others about what a good friend, 
co-worker, or spouse you are.

COMMUNICATIONS TIP OF THE MONTH
BY MARIA SOBOL,  WELL CLINIC

https://wellsanfrancisco.com/blog/
https://wellsanfrancisco.com/how-can-i-practice-mindfulness-in-my-everyday-life/
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WHY LEADERSHIP MATTERS IN ESTABLISHING 
A CULTURE OF SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL, 
AND ACADEMIC LEARNING (SEAL)

BY DENNIS BEST, ASSISTANT TO THE SUPERINTENDENT FOR SCHOOLS & STUDENT SERVICES AND 
MICHELLE GILL, SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL, AND ACADEMIC LEARNING (SEAL) COORDINATOR, 

CENTENNIAL SCHOOL DISTRICT 
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Despite our best efforts, there are 
some things we all know but fail to act on 
proactively. Educational leaders have long 
been aware of the need to consistently 
address students' social, emotional, and 
academic learning (SEAL) needs. 

However, due to educational lead-
ers' many hats, this recognized need was 
more frequently addressed in pockets than 
across school organizations. The impact of 

the pandemic only accelerated our collec-
tive desire to strengthen SEAL support. A recent report published 
by the United States Government Accountability Office (2022) 
highlights this impact as seen during the 2020-21 school year:

Nearly two-thirds of teachers (61 percent) had more students 
who showed signs of emotional distress than in a typical year. In 
addition, among those teachers who had students who made less 
academic progress compared to a typical year, the vast majority 
said social or emotional issues were a contributing factor to the lack 
of progress. These issues were especially common in high school.

Anticipating those increased needs, the Centennial School 
District’s (CSD) leadership team sought to evaluate and potentially 
refine the systems and practices used to support students' social 
and emotional wellness throughout the district. Therefore, in the 
spring of 2021, the CSD Board of School Directors approved a new 
position to lead this work – a Social, Emotional, and Academic 
Learning (SEAL) Coordinator. In contrast to the more widely used 
acronym SEL, SEAL reflects CSD’s organizational stance that social 
and emotional learning is as important as, and supports, academic 
learning. (Durlak., et al. 2011)

SEAL COORDINATION - WHO OWNS THE WORK?
Dedicating SEAL coordination to a new position, instead of 

adding it to a previously existing position, reflects the district’s 
commitment to sustaining this work. 

Adding school- or district-level coordination to a current posi-
tion would have served as irony, considering the impact it could 
have on the social and emotional well-being of the designated 
employee, as well as potentially setting the initiative up for failure. 

Further, housing the position within CSD’s Schools and Student 
Services department created the potential for systemic impact 
through district-level coordination of evidence-based K-12 SEAL 
practices.

This action represented an intentional organizational shift 
for CSD. 

Previously, well-intended approaches to social-emotional 
learning existed in some classrooms and pockets of schools. 
While that addressed the needs of some students, this approach 
no longer aligned with our understanding of SEAL as a universal, 
tier 1 approach, nor did it reflect CSD's commitment to equity in 
educational opportunities for all students.

Adding and staffing the SEAL Coordi-
nator position was CSD’s initial step toward 
better addressing its students' social, 
emotional, and academic needs. The next, 
and equally critical step, was soliciting the 
buy-in of the district’s building level admin-
istrators to support the SEAL Coordinator 
in carrying out this work – building shared 
ownership of SEAL implementation. Again, 
without the support of the building-level 
administrators, the intended student out-
comes would not be attainable.  

Principal “buy-in” and collaboration with the SEAL 
coordinator are critical to this process as they set an 
organizational culture in their school that impacts the 
school’s climate. 

ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE  
Principals are responsible for constructing the or-

ganizational norms by which school constituents are 
expected to interact. This includes preferred modes 
of communication, shared priorities, and behavioral 
etiquette. To become pervasive, principals must model 
these norms and encourage school community members 
to abide by these expectations consistently. Established 
organizational cultures ultimately become the fabric of a 
school (Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010).

Simply put, when principals “own” SEAL, eliciting 
staff “buy-in” and subsequently permeating the practice 
throughout the school’s culture is a likely outcome.       

SCHOOL CLIMATE
Principals that establish an organizational culture 

of respectful behavior by modeling respectful interac-
tions with the constituents of their schools enhance the 
school climate. 

In such instances, the principal values teachers and 
students, and the resulting climate of respect encapsu-
lates the interactions between teachers and students 
(Koth, Bradshaw, & Leaf, 2008).

School cultures and climates characterized by trust, 
respect, engagement, high expectations, and supportive 
practices create the necessary conditions for students 
to continuously develop and practice practical social 
and emotional skills (Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & 
Anderson, 2010). 

See SEAL, page 8

Dennis Best Michelle Gill
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WHAT DOES SEAL IMPLEMENTATION LOOK LIKE IN 
SCHOOLS FOR LEADERS?

Establishing a SEAL Coordinator position has provided relief and 
support for CSD’s principals in better-addressing students' social, 
emotional, and academic needs.  

The SEAL Coordinator can:
w	 Dedicate the time necessary to gather stakeholder input  
 and lead the development of a district-wide comprehensive  
 SEAL plan.
w	 Collaborate with principals to transparently share the plan’s  
 why, how, and what.
w	 Articulate a systematic process for implementation, data 
 collection, and progress monitoring.    
 Maintain alignment between SEAL goals and implementation 
 steps, Pennsylvania’s Career Ready Skills, and existing 
 district priorities.
w	 Design and facilitate professional learning to provide clarity  
 and develop SEAL practices for leadership, staff, and 
 community members.

In this arrangement, the requirements of principals are limited 
to sharing their leadership in demonstrating the importance of the 
initiative, subsequently eliciting the “buy-in” of staff and recursive 
collaboration with the SEAL Coordinator.  

Systemic SEAL implementation is easily doable at the building 
level for principals when structured in this meaningful and collabora-
tive way. Especially when juxtaposed with the unfortunate recipe 
for unsuccessful implementation of initiatives demonstrated too 
often in school districts - adding to the already overflowing plates 
of principals by asking them to lead work that may not be in their 
wheelhouse independently.   

Practical/concrete examples practitioners can use tomor-
row to infuse these practices into their organization’s culture.

In districts with or without a SEAL coordinator, leaders can lever-
age high-impact, low-maintenance practices to intentionally shape 
organizational culture and school climate – creating the conditions 
for social, emotional, and academic learning to flourish. 
w	 Cultivate one’s Social-Emotional Competency:
	 v	Use a personal SEL reflection, like the one provided by 
  CASEL, to build familiarity with your SEL competencies. 
  Self-awareness, self-management strategies, and 
  effective relationship skills provide protective factors that 
  can increase leaders’ resilience and allow leaders to model 
  effective SEL skills in interactions with staff, students, and 
  family members throughout the school day (Mahfouz 
  et al., 2019).
	 v	Self-management strategies like taking a deep breath or  
  pausing to allow a moment to process during interactions, 
  model effective self-regulation, and enhance your ability  
  to respond rather than react. Modeling this in everyday  
  interactions also communicates that others can do the  
  same, potentially impacting many in the school community.
	 v	Giving others the gift of your full presence through active 
  listening models a key social and emotional skill, and sends 
  the message that you value the person or people in front 
  of you. In addition, the positive ripple effect of this practice 
  on an organization’s culture is far-reaching as staff mirror 
  the practice with one another and among students. 

w	 Prioritize belonging and relational trust:
	 v	Begin conversations and staff meetings with a brief 
  inclusive opening such as, “what is a success you’ve 
  experienced recently?” If you are with a small group, invite 
  all members to share. For a large group, create groups of 
  4-6 people to share amongst themselves.
	 v	Create a calendar reminder system that prompts you to 
  have a brief check-in with each staff member throughout 
  the year, with specific students undergoing challenges, or 
  with new students. Use this quick conversation, email, or 
  phone call for good news, avoiding task-related school 
  topics.
	 v	Notice and acknowledge what is going well. This does not 
  need to be tied to a big incentives program or public 
  ceremony. It can be as simple as including it as part of a 
  conversation or email, or on a sticky note left on a desk that 
  lets the person know that what they did is valued: “You put 
  a lot of effort into that project!” or “Your team’s collaboration 
  is fun to see in action and shows in your work with students.”

We anticipate that the increased prioritization of students’ so-
cial, emotional, and academic learning needs over the last two years 
will become a sustained component of K-12 education. However, 
there can be a wide space between mere prioritization and students’ 
improved social, emotional, and academic outcomes. School leaders 
have the potential to create a clear path through that space with 
their support for implementation steps and the robust and positive 
climate and culture they set.

Located in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, the Centennial School 
District comprises Warminster Township, Upper Southampton Town-
ship, and Ivyland Borough, serving approximately 5,300 students 
in grades K-12.
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STAYING THE COURSE BY 
STAYING BALANCED 

BY STEPHEN RODRIGUEZ, PLUS PRESIDENT 

Each year, I’m always caught up in 
the excitement of the first day of school. 
There’s an expectation in the air and a 
contagious smile seems to permeate the 
staff.  It’s great to have students back in 
the buildings, and even better to feel more 

and more like the pre-pandemic experience school used to feel.  
Yet, NO ONE wants to have a school year like last year or the 

year before!  School life was hard on students, parents, teachers, 
and principals. But it was particularly stressful 
on superintendents.  The average superinten-
dency has consistently remained at about 3 
years, and in 2021, the Commonwealth of PA 
saw 20 percent turnover, many positions of 
which are going unfilled for extended periods.  

 As I begin my seventh year in this role, I 
can hardly claim expert status, but if you listen 
to the advice of those I would label “Success-
ful Superintendents” a clear theme can be 
detected.  “It’s not a sprint, it’s a marathon” is 
a quote I’ve heard repeatedly, but I admit that 
such sage advice doesn’t help when the deadlines, the projects, and 
the problems are mounting up and it’s all I can do to stay afloat.  
The custodian of our administration building doesn’t even need 
to verbalize the process for locking up the building while I’m still 
in it, he just knows to warn me so I don’t set off the alarm and get 
surrounded by the police!  

Even when we get out of the office at a decent hour, most of 
us know, we don’t really stop working, we just change locations.

Sometimes, there is no 
choice but to push through 
and be the leader your district needs.  But you will not last 
if that is your default position.  

Keeping balance in life, consistently, will keep us 
healthier and better performing for the students, staff, and 
communities we serve.  Stop feeling guilty about sleep, 
exercise, vacations, and hobbies.  All of those are part of 
the secret sauce to surviving and succeeding as a leader.

Admittedly, this is not a popu-
lar model among school boards 
or community leaders.  We are at 
the top of the “food chain” usually 
with a salary to match, so no one 
feels sorry for the boss.  They just 
want results, and we as moral 
leaders feel compelled to comply 
and deliver. 

The problem with such prac-
tices is that it either wears us out 
to the point of burnout and job 

seeking (contributing to the churn of school leaders), or to 
the point of poor performance because we are exhausted 
and stressed beyond what is healthy.

“Stay the Course” is a very old expression, bourne from 
the nautical reference because changing course to avoid a 
storm or other trouble is a big temptation.  It’s one of my 
favorites because it forces me to match what I know to be 
good practice with what I do.  The graphics clearly illus-
trate why we need encouragement to stay on the course!  
Keeping balance might be easy for those who have low-
stress, low-visibility jobs.  We don’t have those jobs, and it 
is not easy for us.  Balanced living, a balanced approach to 
leadership, and the discipline to stick to it does not come 
naturally.  So my encouragement to you this year is simple, 
but not easy:  Stay the Course! And Stay Balanced!
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FOCUS ON FRAMING TO ACHIEVE 

YOUR DESIRED OUTCOME
BY ADAM KULIKOWSKI

Raise your hand if you ever heard a 
loved one, friend or colleague say to 
you something along the lines of, ‘it isn’t 
what you said, it is how you said it,’ in an 
argument or conversation.

We subconsciously frame our com-
munications every day. We do this in the 

way we talk to others, what information we share and 
when and how we share that information.

When we must share bad news, we’re thoughtful 
in how we share that information with others. Why? We 
know that the way we present what we have to say will 
affect how others react—it 
will affect the emotion they 
feel and the thoughts they 
formulate.

This is message fram-
ing. It’s a critical tool in your 
proverbial bucket as a school 
leader.

In strategic communica-
tions, we use framing to help 
drive home our point of view, 
elicit emotion from those 
listening to us and refute 
counterpoints with which we 
may not agree.

Opening the new school year with positive energy 
and upbeat communications to staff and your school 
community likely helped others to feel more positive 
about the coming months.

That wasn’t by coincidence.
“Think of message frames as shortcuts to mental 

models, with an added emotional component. Because 
people are more open to information if it’s framed in a 
way that resonates with how they see the world, research 
about your audience, their values, and identities,” advises 
Marketing Partners. 

When we talk about difficult issues facing our school 
community or public education in general, I urge you to 
think about how you frame those messages with media, 
parents and caregivers, and the community.

A growing body of research in psychology, com-
munication, conflict resolution, and decision-making 
indicates that because frames filter people's perception 
of an issue or problem, changing the frame changes the 
response. (Marketing Partners)

For example, when we talk about teacher short-
ages—a very real and serious problem that must be 
addressed to ensure our school communities continue 
to provide a quality educational experience to our stu-
dents—what is the takeaway we want to elicit?

I would argue that we want our school communi-
ties to understand the challenge we are facing, know 

that their children continue to receive a quality education thanks 
to short-term measures taken; and that we have a plan to develop 
a long-term solution to the issue.

Here are four elements to consider when you craft your com-
munication:

1. Values at Stake - Why should your audience care? What is
the shared value?

2. Problem - Document and describe
3. Solution - One clear solution; avoid compassion fatigue
4. Action - What one step can your audience concretely take?

For this example, the frame we 
use could look something like this:

“We all want our children to 
thrive as they learn and grow. Quality 
instructors are a vital part of that suc-
cess. We need to better understand 
why some teachers have chosen to 
leave the education field and work to 
ensure young professionals consider-
ing career options see the rewards of 
being public education instructors. By 
better understanding why some have 
chosen to leave, we can position our 
district to create long-term solutions 

to these issues and provide instructors with the elements they need 
to be successful and feel appreciated for their contributions to the 
success of children across the Commonwealth for years to come.”

To learn more about framing, visit www.marketing-partners.com.

REGION 15: 
Shippensburg Area School board August 22 approved the hire of 
William August as its next superintendent. August is currently the 
assistant superintendent at Big Spring School District. 

James Estep plans to retire as superintendent of South Middleton 
School District on January 2.  Estep served in public education for 
more than 35 years, previously serving 11 years as superintendent 
of Mifflin County School District. 

REGION 18:
Crestwood School District named Natasha Milazzo acting super-
intendent, replacing Vito Quaglia. Board president Barry Boone 
said the board will not search for a new superintendent and plans 
to name Milazzo to the position. 

Please report member news to PASA at pasa@pasa-net.org. 
Announcements of professional vacancies across Pennsylvania 
and in neighboring states are posted on the PASA Web site at 
www.pasa-net.org (Click on the “Leadership Development” 
button and look for “Career Center.”)   
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I HAVE LIMITED TIME TO FOCUS 
ON NEW TEACHERS! WHERE 
SHOULD I SPEND MY TIME?

BY SHERRI CONNELL, Ed.D, WOMEN’S CAUCUS SECRETARY

Support - Inspire - Em
power

According to the National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES), the annual turnover rate for teachers is about 16 percent 
a year; 8 percent leave the profession and another 8 percent move 
to other schools. This turnover has dire consequences for a school, 
including decreased school achievement, financial burdens, and 
operational disruptions.  

One of the most frequent reasons teachers give as to why they 
leave a school or the profession is lack of administrative support. 
This issue, which has been exacerbated by school closures and 
online teaching due to COVID, is especially significant when we 
look at new teachers.   

Administrators face their own challenges. While most say that 
being an instructional leader is important, many find themselves 
spending more time than they would like as school managers. 
With limited time and many teachers to supervise, supporting new 
teachers can feel overwhelming. Consider these three ways to focus 
on supporting new teachers so they become successful, commit-
ted, and less likely to want to leave their school or the profession.

Empower Them – teachers need to have a voice and need to 
collaborate if they are to grow. 

Below are some suggestions for empowering your teachers.

GIVE THEM A MENTOR 
While mentors are required as part of many teacher induction 

programs, choosing the right mentor should be a priority for an 
administrator. A mentor does not need to share a grade level or 
subject area with a new teacher, they just need to be excellent 
teachers. A good mentor should have great communication skills, 
be committed to continuous improvement, and should have a solid 
understanding of good instruction.   

TIP: Mentors should check in daily and meet/reflect weekly. 
Have mentor training that new mentors must attend prior to 
getting a mentee.

w Monthly Meetings – We hold a monthly meeting for 
new teachers with a focus.

 While most districts give new teachers some professional de-
velopment and focus areas, monthly meetings with specific topics 
support implementation and encourage teachers to collaborate. 
For example, March’s topic might be learning strategies for reading 
subject-specific text.  

Another month might be about how 
teachers should use Lesson Essential 
Questions throughout the lesson. Use 
your resources – have different present-
ers.

TIP: Use data from walk-throughs and observations 
to determine topics!

w Encourage peer collaboration 

 Peer collaboration doesn’t just happen, it takes sup-
port! Have new teachers observe three other teachers 
during their first year and have them invite their mentor 
into their classrooms. After each visit, have the new teacher 
write a reflection about the observation and share it with 
the mentor and the administrator. 

Some great conversations can come from these re-
flections.   

TIP: Require the WRITING of the reflection.
w Feedback is necessary for a Growth Mindset

We want teachers to grow and improve but we often 
don’t provide enough feedback for them to do so. After 
a teacher reflects, we need to provide feedback on their 
reflections and data/observations on what we are seeing. 
Feedback should be specific, focused, and appropriate 
and should follow the What, So What, Now What model.  

TIP: Give Specific, appropriate, and focused feed-
back and Recommendations – immediately set up a 
time for follow-up.  

Coach Them – Anyone who is learning to do some-
thing new needs to know what they are doing well, 
what they need to improve upon, and how to go about 
improving. 

Coaching does that. Below are three suggestions for 
ways to help your teachers reflect and grow.

w Walk-throughs

If you have five new teachers in your building, spend-
ing five minutes in each of their classrooms at least four 
times a week will take less than two hours per week but will 
pay huge dividends. These walk-throughs can also be di-
vided up among other buildings or district administrators.  

These visits are not “gotchas” but should be about 
collecting data and providing feedback to support the 
implementation of any program or strategies on which 
your district is focusing.    

TIP: Use that data to target your PD, your monthly 
meeting topics, and your future full observations

w Observations

See Limited Time, page 10
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   Professional Development (PD) is not just for Inservice Days. 
Professional development is an ongoing learning process. It is 
challenging and at times uncomfortable. Think about sending out 
one-page readings or a question for reflection. 

What about doing a book study?  
Make ALL faculty meetings about instruction so that new teach-

ers see your veteran teachers discussing instruction and learning.  
TIP: Become the instructional leader that EXPECTS discus-

sions about teaching and learning. When a teacher comes 
to your office to ask a question or talk about an issue before 
you have that discussion, ask about their instruction that day. 
“Briefly, what were your two or three learning activities last 
period?” “What did your students write about today (not taking 
notes – writing to understand, inform, or argue)?” “How did ALL 
of your students answer the lesson essential question during 
your summarizing activity today?”

Teaching is not an easy profession, especially during those first 
one to three years. Giving your new teachers support, not in just 
words, but in actions, will increase the likelihood that they will stay 
on to eventually become one of your mentors!

 Many districts use Charlotte Danielson’s Framework 
for observations. Observations should be about data col-
lection and lesson plan review. Do not make judgments at 
this point - collect data. Then give the data to the teachers 
and have them reflect (IN WRITING). Only after they reflect 
should you meet, discuss, and give feedback.   

TIP: Have the teacher determine what data will 
be collected prior to the observation. This should be 
based on their areas of need. OR Think about doing 
observations during teacher planning times – how are 
they planning? What an awesome time to understand 
their thinking process.

w Lesson plans

How and when teachers plan is one of the biggest 
indicators of teacher success. Have the teacher plan for the 
content, not for the day. Have teachers plan two weeks out 
(yes, timing changes and that is okay). Have all teachers use 
the same planning framework. Instructional conversations 
and observations can be centered around these plans.  

TIP: Review new teacher plans and formulate a 
question or two for them to reflect upon (in writing). 

Example: You review the lesson and determine the 
teacher is not using a graphic organizer. Post the fol-
lowing question - I see in your lesson plan that your as-
signment is an error analysis of the lab experiment they 
completed. How are you going to help students organize 
their thoughts and evidence so they are able to meet your 
expectations in your rubric?

Hold them Accountable – Change/Improvement 
is hard and uncomfortable at the time. If it were easy, 
we would all be in shape. If we want teachers to commit 
to developing and reaching goals about their practices, 
educational leaders should do the following to increase 
accountability.

w Data

Data is everywhere! New teachers find themselves 
overwhelmed with data. Help them focus on data that is 
going to help them grow students.   WHAT does the data 
say?  SO WHAT does the data mean?

TIP: Prior to a meeting, have teachers review their 
data and document the strengths and needs. Have 
them do a written reflection about what the data 
means. Many districts have “data worksheets” for this.

w Goal Setting

This is the NOW WHAT. After the teacher sees and un-
derstands the data, how will that data be used to improve 
instruction and grow ALL students? I find that teaching 
SMART goal setting early on is crucial.   

TIP: Some very reflective teachers want to write 
too many goals. Focusing on one or two well written, 
well-measured goals is better than 10.  

w Professional Development
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continued from page 11

PASA

All programs and meetings are virutal.
See the PASA web site at www.pasa-net.org.

SEPTEMBER
21-22 New Superintendents’ Academy Part 1

OCTOBER
4, 5, 11 Basics of School Budgeting and Finance: Understanding 

the Basic Education Formula
14 Summit for Assistant Superintendents and Supervisors 
20 Managing the Risks: Record Retention, Right to Know 

 and Litigation Holds
31-2  PASA/PSBA Fall Conference (Poconos)

NOVEMBER
15 Managing the Risks: Fiscal Responsibilities—

Managing Revenues and Expenditures
16 Women’s Caucus Annual Fall Dinner
17-18 New Superintendents’ Academy, Part 2: Systems

Leadership
28, 29 Basics of School Budgeting and Finance: Federal 

Programs and Special Education Funding

DECEMBER
6 Basics of School Budgeting and Finance: Federal Programs 

and Special Education Funding
13 Managing the Risks: The PA Public Official and Employees 

Ethics Act—Compliance and Potential Unintended Violations
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EmpowerED Superintendent edLeader Panel Series
The EmpowerED Superintendent edLeader Panel Series, 

which is co-hosted by AASA, CoSN, and edWeb.net and spon-
sored by ClassLink, aired its most recent live broadcast, Cyber-
security in Today’s Learning Environments: What School Leaders 
Must Know and Do on Monday, September 12, 2022, at 5:00 pm 
Eastern Time. Superintendents Dr. Doug Brubaker, Texarkana 
ISD, TX, and Glenn Robbins, Brigantine Public Schools, NJ, joined 
Lorrie Owens, Chief Technology Officer, Integrated Technology 
Services, San Mateo County Office of Education, CA, and host/
moderator Ann McMullan in sharing the strategies they use to 
analyze a network’s cybersecurity status and build and sustain 
school networks that are created to maximize security. They 
covered the processes they have established to respond to a 
network attack if such an event does occur. If you missed the 
live broadcast, you can access the free recording and podcast 
version at:
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/supers20220912/ 

You are also welcome to register for future EmpowerED 
Superintendent edLeader Panel broadcasts and access previous 
broadcasts in this series at https://home.edweb.net/supers/.

CoSN Superintendent Advisory Panel Discussion on Successes 
and Challenges in Leading School Districts Today

During the May 2022 virtual meeting of the CoSN Superin-
tendent Advisory Panel, the Superintendents and other panel 
members broke into small groups to share their ideas about 
what has been successful and what challenges they see as 
they start the 2022-2023 school year. Their group discussions 
revolved around the following questions:
1. What have you learned and how are you thinking about

leveraging technology as you open school in the fall of 2022?
2. What strategies are you utilizing this summer to lead with

innovation? How will you overcome the sense of inertia and
desire to “return to normal”?
 You are invited to read a summary of the responses and use any
or all of the thoughts listed to start similar discussions in your
school or district. Access the summary report at:
https://www.cosn.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Emp-
SupMaySummary.pdf

CoSN Membership: If you, your school, or district would like 
more information about joining CoSN or getting more involved 
with CoSN, please contact Me’Shell Sheffield, CoSN Director 
of Membership and State Chapters, at MSheffield@cosn.org.

Keeping staff and students 
safe is the first step in creating a 
positive learning environment, 
but whole-child wellness and 
success require more than physi-
cal safety. Now, during Suicide 
Awareness and Prevention Month, 
and always, we must remember 
that students can’t reach their full 
potential unless they feel safe and 
supported – physically, socially and emotionally

The last two years have seen a tragic decline in student mental 
health, leading to an increase in aggression, self-harm, and violence. 
Add to this issue an ever-changing landscape of threats and the 
growing complexity of government regulations, and the thought 
of developing a comprehensive school safety plan can seem over-
whelming. There's no doubt that school safety is multifaceted and 
complex, but with a robust framework that focuses on the physical 
as well as emotional well-being of the whole child, K-12 schools 
can promote the long-term development and success of students.  
Achieving — and Maintaining — Whole-Child Safety 
Here are 5 key elements to consider as you update your school 
safety plans and enhance your schools' holistic culture of safety 
this fall:  
1. School Culture & Climate – A strong foundation in social-
emotional and mental wellness contributes to the quality and
character of a school’s climate. A positive learning environment
fosters favorable student development, as well as the core values
and expectations that promote feelings of social, emotional and
physical safety.
2. Physical & Cyber Safety – To ensure the physical safety and
security of K-12 schools, a variety of factors must be evaluated
regularly – from physical and digital safety measures to assess-
ment of risks associated with natural disasters. In addition to these
measures, cyber safety safeguards must be put in place to protect
students from online threats. Leveraging appropriate and ethical
technology to keep harmful content out of the hands of students
and alert school staff about concerning behavior related to bullying/
cyberbullying, harm to self, substance abuse and acts of violence is
critical.
3. Threat Detection, Assessment & Intervention – From anony-
mous tip reporting to online social listening, technology that cap-
tures leakage and spots early signs of risk are needed. In addition,
the formation and training of multidisciplinary threat assessment
teams and their use of evidence-based technology can help schools
detect, assess and apply customized intervention plans that meet
the individualized needs of students in crisis.
4. Emergency Preparedness & Response – Emergency pre-
paredness and response are vital to day-to-day operations, sup-
porting school safety from prevention through reunification and
recovery. These are the emergency operation plans, policies and

5 KEY ELEMENTS TO CONSIDER 
AS YOU UPDATE & ENHANCE 
YOUR SCHOOL SAFETY PLANS

As schools begin a new year, administrators and 
communities must come together to focus on solving 
the complex and multifaceted issue of school safety.

BY JP GUILBAULT  
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Your AASA lobbyists live and breathe Washington headlines 
all day and night. Whether in our work with various coalitions—we 
are on the board or chair six different national coalitions—or in our 
individual capacities, we are constantly reading and sharing news on 
social media, on the AASA Advocacy app or via email.

While we are fortunate to be interviewed frequently by national 
news outlets and are able to share AASA’s views on policy and funding 
matters frequently, sometimes we actually like to be the news. And 
that’s what we spent the August recess trying to accomplish.

This month, AASA is releasing two new surveys touching on the 
most important policy and funding issues in the K-12 federal policy 
space: ARP funding and educator shortages. The ability to influence 
policy is much greater when you can point to how real people—i.e. 
real superintendents—who are impacted by the policy and funding 
decisions or indecisions in Washington D.C. 

Because we have an incredible membership that is responsive 
to our requests for feedback and takes time to answer our emails 
requesting “2 minutes of their time,” we are able to generate interest-
ing new datapoints, shift policy debates and make our own headlines 
and in turn, grab policymakers’ attention.

On September 1, we released the third in our series on how dis-
tricts are spending ARP funding. There are a lot of takes in the media 
and in Washington about how districts are spending (and not spend-
ing) this unprecedented funding on both sides of the aisle, and we 
felt it was important to chart a clear narrative right away about what 
district leaders’ spending priorities are and what, if any, obstacles they 
are experiencing in spending this funding. 

This month’s report was taken from data we collected in July 
from a representative sample of more than 500 AASA members across 
the U.S. The results show that districts’ ARP spending priorities have 
remained consistent from the 2021-2022 school year to the 2022-
2023 school year.

Improving instructional practices, expanding learning oppor-
tunities and learning time, hiring staff and addressing the social-
emotional needs of students remain a top priority of public school 
system leaders, regardless of state, size of district or locale. District 
leaders continue to report they are using ARP funding for long-term 
system changes that will prioritize a shift in expanding whole child 
supports, including social, emotional, mental, and the physical health 
and development of their students. 

The report also details how spending on districts’ third long-term 
priority–renovating school facilities and improving ventilation—con-
tinues to be hampered by the lack of federal guidance on whether 
districts will be able to extend the timeline for these projects, which 
have been stymied by supply-chain issues, worker shortages and 
inflation. Almost half of district leaders indicate the 2024 deadline 
presents an obstacle to completing these critical projects. 

Superintendents also predicted what areas they would be 
forced to cut in September 2024 when the deadline for spending 
ARP funding occurs. Fifty-seven percent reported they will decrease, 
or end summer learning and enrichment offerings currently being 
provided to students. Fifty-three percent reported they will have to 
end contracts with specialist staff, such as counselors, social workers 
and reading specialists, to support student needs by September 
2024. Forty-four percent reported they will have to stop compensat-
ing staff for working additional hours for extended school year/day 
programming they offer. 

Approximately half (49%) of respondents reported that a later 
deadline to spend ARP funding would allow them to retain recently 
hired staff and extend recently added programs and supports for 
students that are making a big difference both in learning recovery 
efforts and in addressing the social-emotional needs of students.

On September 8, AASA will release its second survey which 
attempts to gauge the pervasiveness of the staffing shortage in 
schools. More than 900 AASA members participated in the survey 
from 47 states. 

The data show that three-quarters of districts are facing a va-
cancy rate of 0-5% of needed instructional positions at the start of 
the school year while almost half report a vacancy rate of 0-5% of 
non-instructional staff. When asked what factors are contributing 
to staffing vacancies, the top 5 responses from superintendents are: 
Not enough applicants, losing staff to other districts, staff desire for 
better pay (57%), departure from field entirely or via retirement, and 
increased politicization and burnout. When asked to compare vacancy 
rates at the start of this school year to the start of last school year, 
approximately 10% of district leaders report lower vacancy rates this 
year while 22% report comparable vacancy rates. 

These two new surveys enable the AASA Advocacy Team to bet-
ter lobby for more flexible spending deadlines for ARP and to urge 
Congress to allow districts more time to retain the staff districts have 
hired with ARP funds for as long as possible. The new educator short-
age data is a critical reminder of the serious impact the pandemic has 
had on the teacher pipeline and the need of a significant, sustainable 
solution teacher and staffing shortages. 

Thank you for your time to respond to our surveys and to engage 
in AASA advocacy. We pride ourselves on truly representing the voice 
and priorities of the nation’s public school superintendents, and these 
two surveys are just the most recent and clear examples of superin-
tendent voices impacting education.

THE ADVOCATE
AASA RELEASES PAIR OF SURVEYS ON ARP 

FUNDING AND EDUCATOR SHORTAGES

procedures that allow districts to stay compliant, ensuring the 
training and all-hazards readiness of staff and students for drills and 
other exercises. 
5. Incident Management & Recovery – Safety is not linear.
Having and implementing a Continuity of Operations Plan helps a
school begin the long recovery process if needed. Within the days,
weeks and months following a critical incident, conversations are
certain to circle back to the pillars of support mentioned above, all
focused on how to keep those affected feeling physically, socially
and emotionally safe while preventing acts of violence from reoc-
curring.
Navigate360’s Whole-Child Solutions Can Help You Create a
Culture of Safety

Maintaining school safety is an ever-changing initiative that re-
quires diligent effort from solution providers as well as every part of 
the school community. The good news is that achieving this goal can 
start with school leaders as you develop and implement dynamic 
school safety and security programs. At Navigate360, our mission 
is to provide a holistic suite of solutions that support whole-child 
safety. Learn more about how we can help your school community 
stay safe and thrive here.

FIVE KEY ELEMENTS
continued from page 13

https://aasa.org/uploadedFiles/ARP_Survey_Findings_Part3.pdf
https://info.navigate360.com/whole-child-safety-takes-whole-community?utm_campaign=Nav360-K12-Q3-2022-Whole%20Child%20Safety%20Through%20Connected%20Solutions&utm_source=Pennsylvania%20Association%20of%20School%20Administrators&utm_medium=industryalliance&utm_term=090122-pasa-newsletter-article&utm_content=Nav360-K12-EB-Q3-2022-Whole%20Child%20Safety%20Report
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 NEWS & ADVOCACY
The latest National Assessment of Educational Progress showed 

a significant decline in math and reading scores among 9-year-
olds across the U.S. AASA Executive Director Daniel A. Domenech 
released the following statement: 

This report is disappointing, yet the factors contributing to the 
findings are not surprising given what the education landscape has 
looked like over the past two-and-a-half years. The exodus of education 
leaders from the profession during the pandemic is unprecedented. The 
alarming educator shortage, which has plagued our communities even 
before the outbreak, continues to be felt in our communities. The lack 
of mental health personnel in schools reduces the ability for students 
to access social and emotional supports. What’s more, the continued 
threat of gun violence in our school environments adds to the stress of 
what our schools are supposed to be—a safe place to learn.

“We are encouraged that districts we’ve surveyed will continue to 
prioritize investments in expanding summer learning and enrichment 
offerings, adding specialist staff such as mental health personnel and 
reading specialists and investing in high-quality instructional materi-
als and curriculum.

“We urge Congress to move swiftly to extend the obligation 
deadline for American Rescue Plan funding to ensure students ben-
efit from the additional staff and additional access to instructional 
programming they so desperately need. The road map for success for 
ARP is long, and implementation work will continue to require candid 
communication between Congress, the administration and school 
system leaders.” 

PDK Poll of the Public’s Attitude Toward Public Schools shows a 
63 percent level of overall trust and confidence in their community’s 
public school teachers. Fifty-four percent of those polled would rate 
their community’s public schools as ‘A’ or ‘B.’ Local ratings are at a 
nearly five-decade high and a majority have trust and confidence 
in teachers, yet there’s a wide recognition that the challenges they 
face make their jobs broadly undesirable, according to the PDKPoll.  

Read the full report. 

In the September issue of School Administrator magazine: 
AASA packed the September issues with a number of engaging 

articles including, “Getting Unstuck on the Path of Organizational 
Change,” “Values that Drive Leadership Work, ” “Bring Back the Re-
naissance Leader,” and “A Welcome Opportunity for Redesigned 
Schooling” 

Quotes in the Sept. issue of AASA's School Administrator: 
“I’ve never been prouder to be a public school leader. Public 
education is the hope of our country. When the history of the 
pandemic is written, public school educators are going to be 
remembered as those who are making a difference in the lives of 
kids. –Paul Imhoff, 2021-22 President, AASA, The School 
Superintendents Association

“One wise management guru says, Culture eats strategy for 
break-fast. Culture wars are proving that point. We can’t 
strategize our way out of this mess. Needed is the rebuilding 
of a strong and resilient culture… where people are 
acknowledged, heard and to the extent possible, heeded.” - 
From “Growing a Culture of Care” 

One of the lasting legacies of the COVID-19 pandemic will be its 
exposure of pre-existing societal inequities to a wider audience. 
While inequities have existed in society and schools since they 
were created, the pandemic has caused many of us to see them 
with greater clarity. - From “The Launch of Our Equity Website” 

Without understanding the goals and needs being met in the 
current state, leaders are likely to miss potentially powerful 
forces that will work hard against change efforts… When 
leaders go about the important process of defining and 
understanding a problem or opportunity, it’s likely they also 
discover reasons that help to explain why things are the way 
they are. - From Getting Unstuck on the Path of 
Organizational Change

https://pdkpoll.org/2022-pdk-poll-results/
https://larrynyland.com/2022/06/23/growing-a-culture-of-care/
https://www.pageturnpro.com/AASA/105729-September-2022/sdefault.html#page/20



