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5 Suggestions for Leaders: 
Developing a Portrait of a 

21st Century Graduate 
by Aaron Spence and Ken Kay Dear Colleagues, 

I hope all of you will make time over the 

break to enjoy time with family and 

friends. As we get to this point in the 

year, it is an opportune time to reflect on 

what your school district has 

accomplished to date and to readjust 

priorities for the remainder of the year.  

I recently read a Harvard Business 

Review article where historian Doris Kearns Goodwin 

analyzed Abraham Lincoln's decision to issue the 

Emancipation Proclamation. Below are a few of the lessons 

she draws from Lincoln's far-reaching decision - broadly 

applicable to leaders in other settings: 

Anticipate contending viewpoints. Before presenting a 

draft of the Emancipation Proclamation to his cabinet in 

1862, Lincoln thought he knew what the reactions would be. 

Nonetheless, there were several surprises, including cabinet 

members who remained silent.  

Set an example. "How was it possible to coordinate these 

inordinately prideful, ambitious, quarrelsome, jealous, and 

supremely gifted men to support a fundamental shift in the 

purpose of the war?" asks Goodwin. "The best answer can be 

found in Lincoln's compassion, self-awareness, and 

humility." 

Understand the emotional needs of the team.  Lincoln was 

especially careful to nurture close relationships with his 

secretaries of state and war, dropping in on them for dinners 

and evening chats. Careful to avoid the appearance of 

favoritism, he made a point of spending time with other 

cabinet members, praising the work they did, and writing 

notes. 

Protect colleagues from blame.  Lincoln took full 

responsibility, even when cabinet members were attacked for 

mistakes they'd made. His generous support of his colleagues 

paved the way for their support of the Emancipation 

Proclamation, even though several had major misgivings.  

Keep promises.  Fears were raised that the Proclamation 

would instigate race wars in the South, cause Union officers 

to resign their commands, and prompt 100,000 Union 

soldiers to lay down their arms. The abolitionist leader  

Some of the most exciting and impactful work happening in 

school systems across the country is around the development of a 

Portrait of a Graduate, a collective vision articulating a 

community’s aspirations for all students. We have observed a 

growing energy and interest in the Portrait of a Graduate among 

superintendents and other district leaders nationwide. In fact, 

the cover story of the August 2018 issue of American School 

Board Journal featured the stories of school systems that are 

implementing a Portrait of a Graduate. 

As more school systems explore the development of a Portrait of 

a Graduate, we wanted to share 5 lessons we have learned in 

working with leaders of districts aspiring to prepare their 

students for 21st century challenges. 

1. The Portrait of a Graduate must be locally 

developed. Every school system’s Portrait will be unique, 

reflecting the shared vision of its community. This is not a 

cookie-cutter, “one-size-fits-all” strategy. For example, 

some communities have included personal responsibility as 

an essential component of their Portrait of a Graduate, while 

others have made global citizenship a focus in preparing 

graduates for the 21st century. In Virginia Beach, we 

included the idea of balance in our portrait because of our 

community’s interest in ensuring that our students live well-

balanced lives. Every community must discover the 

language and the competencies that are important to them. 

2. Engage a diverse group of community stakeholders—

including parents and families, students, educators, higher 

education faculty, faith-based leaders, policymakers, and 

other community leaders—in the process of developing a 

Portrait of a Graduate. Many school systems have engaged a 

community advisory group of key stakeholders in a months-

long process to reach consensus. The best advisory groups 

have strong representation from the business community, 

including leaders from the local chamber of commerce, 

workforce development organizations, trade associations, 

and HR directors from local organizations who can explain 

what they look for in hiring. Parents who are members of the 

21st century workforce can provide important insight for 

educators and others about what future jobs will require 

from our students. Students play a key role in these advisory  

mailto:mssa@msmaweb.com
http://www.msmaweb.com/
https://www.nsba.org/newsroom/american-school-board-journal/asbj-august-2018/what-should-your-graduate-know
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Good Reads 
5 Suggestions for Leaders 

(continued from page 1) 

A Fork In The Road 

Narrative Problem Solving for School 
Leaders 

By J. Michael Wilhelm 

President’s Message 

(continued from page 1) 

A Fork in the Road presents the narrative 

approach to problem solving often 

employed by mediators and therapists as 

lens through which school system leaders 

can view the component parts of the 

difficult issues they face to better define 

and resolve them. Narrative problem 

solving is based on the precept that 

humans construct an understanding of 

their problems from the stories they hear 

and tell about those problems. Therapists 

and mediators deliberately mine these narratives to 

understand the origin, nature, and the extent of their 

client’s problem, and to reveal the alternative storylines 

and possible resolutions embedded in those stories. This 

same approach can allow board members, practicing and 

aspiring superintendents and other school administrators 

to view an institutional problem from a distance and learn 

the differing perspectives of those involved and affected 

to better under the problem’s reach and risks, and explore 

possible solutions. The book provides an explanation of 

narrative problem solving and a series of essential 

questions to guide the reader through the process. It offers 

twelve stories in narrative form that invite the reader to 

explore institutional challenges through the narrative lens. 

An analysis of each story explores the possible path to 

resolution embedded in the stories. 

About the Author: J. Michael Wilhelm has been 

a teacher, principal, and superintendent for over 45 years. 

He is currently the vice chair of Maine’s Charter School 

Commission and a consultant for the Maine Department of 

Education. 

Frederick Douglass knew Lincoln better, saying, "if he has taught us to confide in nothing else, he has taught us to confide in his 

word." 

Gauge sentiment.  Following the Proclamation, there were rumors of desertions from the Union ranks and discontent in the 

Border States. Some soldiers said they had signed up to save the Union, not to free the slaves. But Lincoln had an accurate sense of 

public sentiment, and soon emancipation and preserving the Union were seen as inseparably linked.  

Establish trust.  "The response of the troops," says Goodwin, "was grounded in the deep trust and loyalty Lincoln earned among 

rank-and-file soldiers from the very beginning of the war. In letters they wrote home, accounts of his empathy, responsibility, 

kindness, accessibility, and fatherly compassion for his extended family were commonplace." 

I hope that you can benefit from some of these leadership reminders as you begin the new year. Happy Holidays and I look 

forward to seeing you at the Winter Convocation on January 17 and 18 where we will have the exciting opportunity to work with 

Ken Kay to develop a Portrait of a Graduate. 

Sincerely, 

Patrick 

"Lincoln and the Art of Transformative Leadership" by Doris Kearns Goodwin in Harvard Business Review, September-October 

2018 (Vol. 96, #5, p. 126-134). 

groups, bringing a unique perspective that can help to anchor 

discussions in what is best for kids. 

3. The Portrait of a Graduate is not just another initiative. 

It serves as the North Star for system transformation. Every 

part of the school system, and every decision made—from the 

school board’s strategic plan, to curriculum, budget, technology, 

and human resources—should be aligned to the Portrait of a 

Graduate and working toward making it a reality for every 

student (as well as for the adults in the system). In particular, 

consider how the system is supporting the professional learning 

needs of educators to design and implement 21st century learning 

experiences, and how the Portrait impacts the culture and 

policies of the district. 

4. View your Portrait of a Graduate through an equity 

lens to ensure ALL students have access to a 21st century 

education. As district and school leaders, we must challenge 

ourselves to create the environment, processes, and support 

structures necessary to give every child, in every classroom, the 

opportunity to engage in 21st century learning experiences. An 

equity audit can help leaders identify, for example, why some 

students are getting opportunities to cultivate creativity while 

others are not. Then, you can begin to address the root causes of 

this disparity and eliminate it. 

5. All stakeholders in a community should have input on 

what competencies are included in your Portrait, but 

educators—including teachers, principals, and other support 

staff—must own the process of implementing it. Educators are 

the experts on what classroom practices can bring the dreams 

and aspirations of the community’s Portrait of a Graduate to life 

for all students in the system. 

Every community is unique, but we all aspire for our kids to 

grow up to become happy, healthy, and productive adults. We 

need to challenge our communities to bring education into the 

21st century, and the Portrait of a Graduate process is a great way 

to start that journey. 

             -Dan Domenech Blog, Posted on 9/6/18 

https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781475846331/A-Fork-in-the-Road-Narrative-Problem-Solving-for-School-Leaders
http://dandomenech.org/


‘Missing’ Millennials 
and the Great Workforce Divide 

School leaders lament: Why are we unable to retain our young teachers? 
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Millennials’ attitudes and their attendance at work pose a professional challenge that all of us are facing in education. Our goal 

in the Rutherford County Schools in Tennessee is to keep millennial staff in our workforce and to minimize significant turnover 

from year to year. 

At the moment, of our district’s 3,100 certified employees, at least 1,250 are millennials — individuals born in the 20-year 

period that begins in 1982. That constitutes about 40 percent of our certified staff in a school district that educates 46,000 

students, the fourth largest in Tennessee. 

Rutherford County Schools is located in a college town where our local university, Middle Tennessee State University, was 

named the “normal” college for teachers in the early 1900s. Even with this distinction, the university has experienced a 45 

percent decline in licensed teacher graduates over the last decade. Some educator preparation programs nationwide are seeing a 

more substantial drop-off in students completing teacher-licensing requirements. 

Our district has experienced a 9 percent turnover rate among professional staff in recent years. This includes retirements, 

resignations, non-renewals and contract expirations. 

What can we do as a school district to allay the supply shortage? 

Homegrown Talent 
We are using several strategies in Rutherford County to attend to our millennials. We partner with our district’s Career and 

Technical Division to manage a “grow your employee program.” Courses on teaching as a profession are offered at the district’s 

high schools, giving our students a sampling of what an education career is all about. We are working to provide incentives and 

college scholarships for these students to become educators. This tactic can be significant because more than 60 percent of our 

teachers take jobs within 15 miles of their hometown. 

Meanwhile, we are aware that a national report on students’ ACT performance in 2017 revealed only 5 percent of the 2 million 

test-takers in the U.S. listed education as their career choice. This raises questions about the talent level of those opting for 

education careers — is teaching not attracting the top talent? 

The same ACT report showed those expressing interest in education careers mostly had below-average scores in math and 

science — two areas where we have the greatest personnel needs. Meanwhile, 95 percent of those students with education in 

mind as a career are interested foremost in early childhood and elementary education. Most are female. We must rely on our 

teacher preparation programs at the university level to help us to match our shortage needs with students preparing for 

classroom management. 

Common Absences 
We also are charged with the strenuous task of maintaining a high-level pool of substitutes to cover certified absences. On any 

given day in Rutherford County, we must fill anywhere between 200 and 300 classroom positions. Of these, 60 percent of the 

requests for substitutes are made by our millennials — who are more likely to call in sick than teachers in our other generational 

groups. Older generations tend to hold tight to their sick days in hopes of benefiting at retirement.  

We believe this behavior exists among millennials because they do not plan to stay in education as a lifelong pursuit. 

With almost 70 percent of our workforce having fewer than 15 years of experience, we now are feeling the impact of a younger 

workforce. We deal with approximately 200 leaves a year for Family Medical Leave Act and long-term/extended leaves. These 

absences create a challenge for our contracted substitute provider. With the upward trend in the economy recently, competition 

exists among local employers for those who would be teacher candidates and substitutes. 

Are there employment issues considered non-negotiable by current teachers and candidates that could help us retain millennial 

staff? A few of our most recent districtwide surveys match what the Society of Human Resource Management has found more 

broadly in the workforce: Millennials leave their jobs due to a perceived lack of career advancement opportunities. 

Growth Options 
In Rutherford County, we are trying to develop teachers’ leadership skills to offer avenues for growth. We have a mentoring 

program at the school level to match millennials with more seasoned educators. We rotate our educators through different roles 

so they can obtain varied expertise in such areas as instructional leadership and professional learning community team 

leadership. 

(continued on page 4) 



‘Missing’ Millennials 

(continued from page 3) 
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This professional development is tied to better compensation (salary and benefits) and ensures our total compensation is 

competitive with others in K-12 education. The key is to address compensation gaps among entry-level salaries. We can help 

our employees develop skills that stretch them en route to earning promotions.  

Millennials say they want a more flexible work environment with remote work options that typically do not align with a career 

in education. The lack of flexibility and remote work opportunities are reasons why 27 percent of millennials are self-employed 

and nearly a third feel they earn enough money to lead their lives as desired. They find family-friendly workplace policies make 

it easier to balance both life and job issues. 

We offer career advancement opportunities and a differentiated pay plan for our hard-to-staff teaching areas to try to retain our 

millennial teachers. Creating teacher leaders in the buildings and across the district is a continued focus. Teacher leaders present 

on instructional topics to other teachers in their buildings and serve as practitioners at our districtwide, two-day summer in-

service. 

Teacher leaders also can advance as instructional coaches and assistant principals — career moves to give them opportunities to 

impact instruction. There may be chances to serve on building leadership teams, as department chairs and as professional 

learning community leaders. Teachers with experience may serve as mentors to new or struggling teachers by sharing best 

practices. 

Pay Incentives 
Rutherford County’s differentiated pay plan focuses on recruitment of hard-to-staff areas. A teacher new to our county (mainly 

millennials) or a teacher who is not teaching in a hard-to-staff area is eligible for differentiated pay if certified in the content/

grade area. The teacher must hold a valid apprentice, professional or out-of-state teaching license with a 7th-12th-grade-level 

endorsement in at least one of these areas: math, physics, chemistry, world language, English language learning or board-

certified behavior analyst. 

Those meeting the criteria are eligible for a one-time signing bonus of $3,000 and an early-signing bonus of $2,000 if they sign 

a contract before March 1 for the coming school year. For teachers of English language learners, there is a $1,500 signing 

bonus. Our differentiated pay plan offers a $2,000 stipend in addition to the 210 days worked for a response to intervention 

coach. 

These pay incentives can help our sizeable millennial teacher population earn more money and grow professionally through new 

experiences. 

PricewaterhouseCoopers conducted a study recently that revealed millennials’ belief that productivity should be measured by 

the output of work performed, not by the number of hours worked. They view work not as a place but as a thing. They want 

their colleagues to be a second family and want a workplace of like-minded employees. This would be what we refer to in 

education as a “good fit” in culture. 

A 2011 Pew Research survey revealed that of the 800 millennial respondents, only 30 percent viewed their job as a career. If 

you break the data down further, of those between 18 and 24, only 11 percent saw their job as a career. Millennials do not view 

turnover or failure to stay with a job as a negative mark. In our district’s experience, millennials report themselves as hard 

working and loyal in their current placement. They do not see a significant divide in the employer’s perception of them and their 

commitment. 

According to a study in 2016 by State Street Global Advisors, 60 percent of millennials have changed jobs in the last five years 

up to four times. With almost 80 million millennials, they will make up 50 percent of the U.S. workforce by 2030. We must 

discover better ways to retain them as teachers. The more educated the millennial, the more likely he or she will look for new 

employment opportunities. 

Innovative Thinking 
The millennials recognized during the Great Recession of 2007 through 2009 that commitment on the job did not prevent 

widespread worker layoffs. They carry the mindset of multiple career opportunities. With Rutherford County annually gaining 

about 1,100 students, we have been adding more than 100 teaching and certified support positions for the start of each new year. 

That will require us to be innovative in our recruitment, retainment and development of our teachers to fulfill our district’s 

mission of “empowering today’s students to grasp tomorrow’s opportunities.” 

 

ANDREA ANTHONY is an assistant superintendent of human resources and support services for Rutherford County Schools 

in Murfreesboro, Tenn.  

          -School Administrator, December 2018, by Andrea F. Anthony 

mailto:AnthonyA@rcschools.net


Upcoming Legislative Session 

EVENT VENUE DATE  

MSSA Winter Convocation Marriott Sable Oaks 
South Portland, ME 

1/17-1/18/19 More info 

AASA National Conference on Education 
Effective Leadership Creates Success 

Los Angeles, CA 2/14-2/16/19 More info 

MSSA Drive-In Workshop Augusta Civic Center 
Augusta, ME 

3/8/19 Save the Date 

MSSA Presents Manny Scott Augusta Civic Center 
Augusta, ME 

4/1/19 Save the Date 

Manny Scott 
 

Mark Your Calendar 
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If you have questions about any articles in this newsletter or suggestions for 
improving this publication, please let us know. 

You can contact me, MSSA Executive Director Eileen King at 
eking@msmaweb.com. 

Follow us on Twitter and Facebook! 

Twitter:  @msma207 

Facebook:  “Like” our Maine School Manage-

ment Association page and send us a “friend 

request” on our MSMA page. 

MSSA Mission Statement 
     The Maine School Superintendents Association (MSSA) is 

an organization that is committed to leadership: 

 Leadership to provide equity, create opportunities for and 

promote the success of every student; 

 Leadership to develop ethical, visionary and competent 

leaders by: 

   Offering professional learning opportunities for 

     leaders 

 Promoting community and legislative support for edu-

cation 

 Providing member services 

 

Core Values and Beliefs 

We believe members shall: 

  Maintain high expectations for all students, staff and 

 ourselves 

  Advocate for resources essential to student learning 

 Act with integrity and model professional behavior 

 Champion the advancement of public education 

 

P / T  S U P ER I N T E N D EN T  O F  S C H O O L S  
 

RSU 78  
Dal l as  P l t ,  M aga l low a y P l t ,  Range le y,  

Range le y P l t  and  Sand y R iver  P l t ,  M a ine  
 

EFFECTIVE: JULY 1, 2019  

APPLICATION DEADLINE: January 18, 2019 

TO REQUEST AN APPLICATION, PLEASE CONTACT: 
 

RSU 78 Superintendent Search  

c/o Maine School Management Association  

49 Community Drive, Augusta, ME 04330  

(207) 622-3473 or msma@msmaweb.com  
 

EOE 

 

P / T  S U P ER I N T E N D EN T  O F  S C H O O L S  
 

RSU 83/MSAD 13  
Bingham  and  Moscow ,  Ma ine  

 
EFFECTIVE: JULY 1, 2019  

APPLICATION DEADLINE: January 31, 2019 

TO REQUEST AN APPLICATION, PLEASE CONTACT: 
 

RSU 83/MSAD 13 Superintendent Search  

c/o Maine School Management Association  

49 Community Drive, Augusta, ME 04330  

(207) 622-3473 or msma@msmaweb.com  
 

EOE 

 

https://www.msmaweb.com/mssa/upcoming-events/
http://nce.aasa.org/
https://www.msmaweb.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Manny-Scott-Information-Kit-2019.pdf
mailto:eking@msmaweb.com
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Maine-School-Management-Association/550993928364893?ref=bookmarks
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Maine-School-Management-Association/550993928364893?ref=bookmarks
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100006741768095

