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Decisions, decisions, decisions, as Super-
intendents, we make a lot of decisions.  
Some of our decisions are quick and easy 
and other decisions are difficult, even 
agonizing, with long term consequences.  
As I write this message it is snowing in 
Down East Maine.  It was one of those 
situations in which the weather experts 
had been playing up a snow storm for 3 

days.  All employees and students were anticipating a day 
off, but that didn’t happen.  As I got into school closure 
mode at 4:30 a.m. this morning I could see that the forecast 
had changed a bit, instead of 3-6 inches across the state, one 
station had 1-3 inches and the other 2-5 inches.  At 5:07 a.m. 
it started to lightly snow at my house with all forecasters 
saying it would be over by early afternoon.  Now comes the 
decision, do I cancel school and ruin the hopes of staff and 
students or get in and stay all day?  As a Superintendent this 
is just one of the many decisions we agonize over.  Thankful-
ly we have next door district colleagues that work with us to 
make the best decision for our district(s).  But if you want to 
know how you did with your decision, just watch social me-
dia sources about 30 seconds after your decision has been 
made. 

As you all know, sport seasons usually bring hard decisions 
our way as well.  School threats and how we react to them 
bring another round of tough decision making, as well as, 
student conduct and staffing decisions.  These types of deci-
sions can be high pressure and result in some people becom-
ing very angry with us as school leaders.  The type of hostili-
ty our decisions cause can be very difficult for all of us to 
process.  We certainly need to build a support system to help 
us through the decisions making process, including the fall-
out when our decisions have high stake consequences.  I 
would encourage all of us to build a close relationship with a 
colleague to help in those times of tough decision making.  
We may need advice before the decision and support after 
the decision.   

At some point in your career, tough times will come.  Our 
jobs are difficult and can be very lonely, especially when a 
decision we have made impacts others and us negatively.  
Even when we make the right decision, and that decision is 
the only option, the fallout can be devastating.  It is hard, if 
not impossible, to go it alone.  Building strong relationships 
with colleagues and Board members is very important 
through the good times, but those relationships are especially 
important through the tough times.  I also want to point out 
that the folks at MSSA and MSMA are always there to help 
in our times of need.  Don’t forget about the resources you  

Join the Maine Education 
celebration sticker campaign 

The Mid-Coast Superintendents Association has launched a cam-
paign to promote the excellence of Maine’s public schools, with 
the goal of having the “Maine – A Great Place to Learn” stickers 
on car bumpers, water bottles or even on the back of your laptop, 
all over the state. 

The Mid-Coast Region designed and funded the sticker campaign 
and officially launched it at the Superintendents’ Winter Convo-
cation in January, with this pitch: 

“We all know Maine is a great place to live and to raise children. 
The crime rate is low, the outdoors is at our fingertips, and peo-
ple are friendly and practical. The Mid-Coast Superintendents 
feel there is not enough acknowledgement that Maine is an excel-
lent place to learn. We have great schools, from our public pre-K 
to 12 schools to our colleges and universities. There is too much 
criticism of schools and not enough celebration.” 

“Our public school systems are filled with incredibly dedicated 
teachers and administrators, most of our class sizes are between 
20-25 students, and we have historically been on the cutting edge 
of education. We are not afraid to try new things. Some of our 
high schools rival the top prep schools in the country. Maine is a 
great place to learn.” 

Board Leadership on Inclusive 
Practices, Equity and Access for all 

With the need to realign human and financial 
resources and deploy integrated supports, buy-in 

by the decision makers is a vital first measure 

By Kurt A. Schneider and Suzanne B. Sands 

To promote inclusive practices and effectively provide all stu-
dents with equity and access to high-quality curriculum and 
needed supports, you must have buy-in first from your school 
board. This is not to minimize the importance of having school 
district staff, parents and the community you serve on board, but 
empowering school board members to be well-informed decision 
makers is an essential early step. 

(continued on page 2 ) 
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Uncommon Leadership 

Live Well, Lead Strong for Courage 
and Integrity 
By Debbie McFalone 
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Good Reads 

President’s Message 
(continued from page 1) 

Uncommon Leaders have a gift: While in-
spiring and serving others with integrity, 
they also model a commitment to self-care 
and reflective practices. These skillful lead-
ers are focused on being intentional and 
mindful of their values, beliefs, and guiding 
principles---in short, they “live well”. This 
high level of self-awareness informs the 
leader’s capacity to model courage and in-
tegrity---to “lead strong”. Grounded in their 
beliefs and values, these leaders routinely 
offer skillful feedback that impacts perfor-

mance; they also have the capacity to plan and hold difficult 
conversations with professionalism.  
Uncommon Leadership supplies the reader with practical strat-
egies, information and exercises to develop skills, as well as 
inspirational ideas for maintaining strong and effective leader-
ship over a sustained period of time. Each chapter includes 
ways in which the reader may transfer their learning to their 
own practice, as well as a graphic quote that serves as a re-
minder of key points. Practicing leaders will find this a helpful 
guide for significant professional growth; aspiring and early 
career leaders will find it a valuable tool they will return to 
often for reference.  

Board Leadership 
(continued from page 1) 

(continued on page 3 ) 

have at your fingertips. 

The good news is that we make hundreds of great decisions 
every year that have a positive impact on our schools.  Many 
times these decisions go without any pat on the back or recog-
nition of any kind, but we need to be reminded that we make 
easy and difficult decisions every week to better meet the 
needs of our students and advance our school districts.   

In the end, we know our jobs are challenging, but rewarding.  
We just need to be ready with our support system when the 
road becomes slippery.  Remember to take time for your fami-
ly and yourself. 

Take care, 

Scott K. Porter 
MSSA President 

This will happen only by providing professional development 
around educational research, federal policy and evidence-based 
practices. Though challenging, starting with board members is 
imperative because they set the district’s direction and vision, ap-
prove personnel, oversee finances and create policy, all of which 
are needed to transform an educational system to better serve the 
needs of its diverse learners. 

Transformational systemwide change requires broad support for 
new budgetary practices, a realignment of human and financial 
resources, curriculum reviews and updates and deployment of 
integrated systems. 

Historical research suggests boards of education have been over-
looked in reform initiatives, leaving them the forgotten players. 
Yet without full board support, thoughtful district initiatives fo-
cused on improving student learning outcomes can be derailed by 
individuals or small groups intent on preserving current practices. 
Opposition often involves the fear of something being taken away 
or perpetuates the status quo. Leaving in place tracking, leveling, 
overidentification and other practices results in segregation and 
marginalization of diverse learners and stands against what sound 
research and our own experiences inform us about the importance 
of inclusive practices. 

The regional cooperative we lead in the Chicago suburbs, the 
Northern Suburban Special Education District, supports 18 mem-
ber districts with diverse learner populations. We are committed to 
the possibilities in every learner and strive to be a national leader 
in the commitment to inclusive communities that equally value all 
people and inspire them to be active participants in our world. 

One of us (Schneider) made this inclusive vision a top priority 
when hired as superintendent in 2016 — a goal that would not 
have been realized without the engagement and support of the 
district’s Leadership Council board. 

Starting with the Board Interview 
The process of educating the 21-member board began with the 
superintendent’s interview for the position. Using research from a 
book by Colleen Capper and Elise Frattura, Meeting the Needs of 
Students of ALL Abilities: How Leaders Go Beyond Inclusion, I 
(Schneider) shared, as a candidate, the history of diverse learners, 
explaining how school systems were intentionally established for 
the privileged few, with diverse populations purposefully exclud-
ed. I described how an educational cooperative could support 
school districts in developing integrated comprehensive systems 
benefitting all learners. 

I also explained that such work would require a focus on equity, a 
realignment of human resources, a transformation of learning, a 
new financial model for the cooperative, and possibly a new dis-
trict name and branding. Having the courage to open this dialogue 
with the board in the interview process served to begin building 
the board’s understanding of the work ahead and laid the founda-
tion for a supportive, open and honest relationship between the 
superintendent and board. 

Educational change is never easy, so transforming practices across 
18 school systems was inevitably going to result in pushback. 
Equipping the board with the knowledge and understanding to 
strongly support the change process and familiarity with the re-
search and policy behind the need for change was the key to mov-
ing beyond opposition. Preparing elected leaders for the potential 
barriers and sabotagers as you go through the stages of change is 
an important and necessary step in transforming education sys-
tems given the high stakes of educational accountability, 

Maine Education celebration sticker campaign 
(continued from page 1) 

The goal is to get these stickers in the hands of educators, 
parents and community members. Your MSMA advocates at 
the Statehouse wear them on their laptops and one is now on 
the Education Committee office door. 

Stickers were handed out at the Winter Convocation. Re-
quests should be made through the superintendent’s office. If 
districts need more – and everyone hopes they will – the con-
tact person is Superintendent Maria Libby, 
maria.libby@fivetowns.net. 

https://www.amazon.com/Uncommon-Leadership-Strong-Courage-Integrity/dp/1475845561
mailto:maria.libby@fivetowns.net
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Board Leadership 
(continued from page 2) 

according to Amy Meeks, in her 2016 doctoral study of special education administrator turnover, which she completed at University of 
Missouri at St. Louis. 

Managing Change From the Outset 
Before the formal strategic planning process could begin, board members had to agree on the need for significant change. To that end, 
they were provided with research focused on such topics as equity, inclusive schooling, evidence-based practices for all learners, effec-
tive implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 and the Every Student Succeeds Act of 
2015, as well as district, regional, state and national outcome data. 

The superintendent facilitated professional development during board meetings, including opportunities for discussion and engagement 
on research materials and video conferencing with national experts. Superintendents from each of the cooperative’s three regions were 
invited to share with the board their districts’ needs and how they viewed the organization’s current and future role in their school sys-
tems. 

Further, representative board members and the superintendent attended several key national conferences and symposiums focusing on 
equity and inclusive practices and shared key learnings with the board. Together, all of these conversations early in the process set the 
direction of the district. 

Leading a Strategic Planning Process 
Once they were grounded in the need for change, school board members made the superintendent responsible for developing a collabo-
rative strategic planning process that engaged all stakeholders. With the support of an independent outside consultant, the superinten-
dent designed a process for developing a shared, communitywide vision of public education and the role of our cooperative in the public 
education system. 

Strategic planning is a process of discovery, where key stakeholders engage in learning, discussion and critical thinking, so the process 
had to challenge current beliefs leading to new ways of viewing the organization and its work. 

To engage our stakeholders, we administered a survey on the strengths and needs within the organization as well as plans to use evi-
dence-based practices across the cooperative. The survey was available to parents, special and general education staff and administra-
tors in all 18 districts. More than 880 people responded. 

Next, we hosted a community engagement event at which 138 participants discussed the world in which our children will be living and 
the future of the Northern Suburban Special Education District. Intentionally diverse groups of stakeholders were seated together and 
given discussion questions. The notes collected were used with the survey data to drive the work of a core representative group of stake-
holders tasked with drafting vision, mission and belief statements. Over an estimated 200 hours, numerous challenging conversations 
took place at committee meetings, at stakeholder meetings and at school board tables throughout the cooperative. Active board engage-
ment took place in the process from beginning to end. 

The mission, vision, beliefs and goals that were articulated in our strategic plan (available at nssed.org) challenged existing practices 
and mindsets. Demanding change and growth, the plan holds us, our communities and our students to higher expectations. 

Like many others, our plan includes goals and objectives related to relationships and communication, financial planning, developing a 
culture of excellence and learning. However, unlike many district plans, at its core is the identification of equity and access as well as 
unity. Stated explicitly, we believe it is important that all individuals, including students with the most complex needs, are seen for their 
contributions, and we proudly recognize the diversity of our cultures, interests, skills and backgrounds as an asset that makes our com-
munity stronger. 

Unfortunately, even in the most well-intentioned school systems, student success can be predicted by race, economic status, language 
and ability. Therefore, the identification and elimination of systemic barriers preventing learners from reaching their full potential must 
be addressed. Doing so in a unified, regionwide manner with the shared resources and expertise of the cooperative will allow us to ef-
fectively transform our schools. 

The End of Labeling and Tracking 
Given what we have gained from this process, learned from educational research and what current educational policy demands, we be-
lieve educational institutions must increase inclusive opportunities, promote high expectations and achieve better outcomes for diverse 
learners. We must stop focusing on labeling students, tracking them into separate programs and levels, emphasizing pullout instruction 
and services, and establishing separate and costly educational environments, all of which result in lower expectations and outcomes for 
students. 

Instead, educators must view all students as general education students and focus on setting individualized instructional goals and cus-
tomizing the supports and services needed to meet those goals. This work must be done in partnership with parents and communities at-
large. Doing so increases the perception that all students are learners and raises the cultural expectation from one of caretaking to one of 
scholarship. 

To achieve this transformation, superintendents must partner with their school boards in committing to the possibilities in every learner 
every day. 
 
KURT SCHNEIDER is superintendent of the Northern Suburban Special Education District in Highland Park, Ill. Twit-
ter: @KASchneider_PhD. SUZANNE SANDS is the president of the NSSED’s Leadership Council and a member of the District 67 
school board.  

-Reprinted with permission from the January, 2020, issue of School Administrator magazine, published by AASA, The School 
  Superintendents Association  

https://www.nssed.org/
mailto:kschneider@nssed.org
https://twitter.com/KASchneider_PhD


EVENT VENUE DATE  

MSSA March Drive-In Augusta Civic Center 
Augusta, ME 

3/6/20 Agenda 

Sessions 

MSMA New Superintendent/Assistant 
Superintendent Meeting 
5th in the series 

MSMA Office 
Augusta, ME 

3/25/20 Save the Date 

Equity in Education Summit 
Poverty Simulation 

Thomas College 
Waterville, ME 

5/18/20 Save the Date 

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. 

 

MSSA Mission Statement 
 

Purpose: 

Maine School Superintendents Association:  

Leading for equity, excellence and opportunity for 

all Maine students.  

 

Mission Statement:  

The Maine School Superintendents Association (MSSA) 

is an organization committed to leadership that:  

• Provides equity, creates opportunities for and pro-
motes the success of every student;  

• Develops ethical, visionary and competent leaders;  

• Promotes community and legislative support for ed-
ucation;  

• Advocates for public education and School Superin-
tendents.  
 

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  

 

Professional Vacancies 

Auburn School Department 
Superintendent of Schools 
Auburn, Maine 
Application Deadline: March 16, 2020 
Effective Date: July 1, 2020 
 
Hermon School Department 
Business Manager 
Hermon, Maine 
Application Deadline: Position open until filled 
Effective Date: Available Immediately 
 
Maine Indian Education 
Superintendent of Schools 
Calais, Maine 
Application Deadline: Friday, March 6, 2020, at Noon 
Effective Date: July 1, 2020 
 
Sanford School Department 
Business Manager 
Sanford, Maine 
Application Deadline: Job will be posted until filled 
Effective Date: January 2020 
 
School Union 69 
Superintendent of Schools 
Appleton, Hope and Lincolnville, Maine 
Application Deadline: March 6, 2020 
Effective Date: July 1, 2020 
 
South Portland School Department 
Assistant Superintendent 
South Portland, Maine 
Application Deadline: March 6, 2020 
Effective Date: July 1, 2020 
 
York School Department 
Central Office K-12 Special Education Administrator 
York, Maine 
Application Deadline: Position open until filled 
Effective Date: July 1, 2020 
 
For more information on vacancies, please click here. 

https://5il.co/dc8t
https://5il.co/dc8u
mailto:eking@msmaweb.com
https://www.msmaweb.com/o/msma/page/job-vacancies--11
http://www.msmaweb.com/mssa/job-vacancies/

