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Introduction 

LEARN recently celebrated its 50th anniversary serving the needs of 25 towns and 21 school districts in 
southeastern Connecticut. Traditionally focused on special education and professional development, 
LEARN has undergone a recent restructuring. Today LEARN is a vision/mission driven organization that 
runs seven magnet schools serving over 2,000 students, including two operated on Goodwin College’s 
campus in East Hartford. Each magnet is uniquely themed and enjoys considerable autonomy. In addition, 
LEARN has recently shored up its “LEARNing Academy” in New London, designed to support students 
with autism and serious developmental and behavioral challenges. LEARN staff also support area districts 
with special education services, early childhood (including Birth to Three) and professional learning 
supports. LEARN currently employs 611, including 252 certified staff. 

Selecting a leader is a critical responsibility for a board of directors. There are tangible and intangible 
aspects of leadership required in a leader who is going to work with the Board of Directors and LEARN’s 
various stakeholders to keep a focus on the child and provide high quality education to the children of 
Eastern Connecticut. Selecting a leader who touches the lives of so many children, educators, and 
educational leaders is a particularly important and vital function. 

In light of the significant nature of this responsibility, the LEARN Executive/Search Committee has 
sought the input of its school and community stakeholders through a survey, interviews, and focus groups. 
This Leadership Profile presents findings from eleven focus groups and interviews and an online survey 
conducted in March 2019. The consultants spoke with individuals, including magnet school teachers, 
magnet school and LEARN administrators, LEARN staff, and members of the Board of Directors. In 
addition, 101 LEARN stakeholders completed a survey publicized through the LEARN website. In 
conducting the focus groups and interviews and developing the survey, the consultants used an unbiased, 
structured approach involving a series of consistent questions. In addition to asking about strengths and 
challenges of LEARN and its community which could affect future leadership requirements, they asked 
about the qualities, characteristics, experience, philosophy, and skills most desirable in the next Executive 
Director. The LEARN Executive/Search Committee will use these results as it considers its applicants in 
order to find the best possible match for LEARN at this time. The consultants are presenting these 
findings to the LEARN Board of Directors without revealing the identity of any individual contributor. 

LEARN has made a commendable effort to invite the voices of as many constituents as possible from its 
schools and communities. Many thanks to focus group and interview participants, and survey respondents 
whose commitment to the organization was powerfully in evidence as they provided their perspectives. 
Special thanks to Jack Cross for his support in setting up and publicizing the focus groups and survey.  

Mary Broderick and John Ramos 
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Data Collection 
In total, about 173 individuals participated either through an interview, focus group, or online survey. This 
level of participation demonstrates strong interest in the position of LEARN Executive Director. 
The data collected do not constitute a scientific sampling, but a representation of LEARN and its 
stakeholders. The survey was voluntary. Though the consultant heard the perspectives of many, this 
profile cannot entirely capture the enormous complexity and nuances of LEARN. Nevertheless, the 
information yields some useful insights for the search process. Items are included in the following report 
if, in the consultants’ judgment, they were repeated by a sufficient number of respondents to warrant the 
attention of the LEARN Board of Directors.  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Survey Responses

PARTICIPANT* 101 %

Teacher in LEARN School 31 28.7%

LEARN Support Staff 22 20.4%

Magnet School Staff 21 19.4%

LEARN Administrator 14 13.0%

Other 8 7.4%

Superintendent of Schools 5 4.6%

LEARN Board Member 5 4.6%

Parent of Student in LEARN 
program

1 0.9%

Local School Board Member 1 0.9%

7%
5%

5%
1%

19%

1%
20%

29%

13% LEARN Administrator
Teacher in LEARN School
LEARN Support Staff
Parent 
Magnet School Staff
Local School Board Member
Superintendent of Schools
LEARN Board Member
Other

Interview and Focus Group Participants

PARTICIPANT 72 %

Superintendents (SECASA/
MSSA)

17 23.6%

Magnet School Teachers 15 20.8%

LEARN Office Staff 14 19.4%

Administrative Staff 11 15.3%

School Administrators 9 12.5%

Board of Directors 6 8.3%

21%

19%

15%

24%

13%
8%

Board of Directors
School Administrators
Superintendents (SECASA/MSSA)
Administrative Staff
LEARN Office Staff
Magnet School Teachers

*Please note that survey participants identified themselves under multiple categories so numbers add up to more than 101.
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The following themes emerged through an analysis of all interviews, focus groups, and survey 
responses. In each category, themes are presented beginning with the most frequently mentioned. 

Strengths of LEARN 
As can be seen from the above WordArt, drawn from focus group, interview, and survey data, LEARN 
keeps the student at the heart of the work and all decisions. The organization as a whole is committed to 
its vision, learning culture, and continuously improving its organizational capacity. 

Vision and Mission Driven 
LEARN’s vision is that every child has access to high quality education through systems of education, 
support, and service. That vision is grounded in principles of innovation, collaboration, and service to its 
educational community. LEARN is vast both geographically and in its services, yet is unified by its 
common, shared sense of purpose and commitment to equity. Stakeholders from all aspects of the 
organization spoke of commitment to the vision and the relevance of these driving principles and keeping 
students’ growth and well-being at the heart of all they do. Though there is significant overlap in the 
following core values, the following will demonstrate how values were lived by participants in this study. 

Innovation: LEARN’s Theory of Action states, “If we identify, develop and deliver innovative and 
customized services, programs and tools that meet our members’ needs, then we will support them and 
their students in optimizing their potential.” 
Many stakeholders talked about LEARN’s commitment to meeting the needs of diverse learners and 
designing tailored, innovative approaches to support students’ varied learning needs. The unique theme of 
each magnet school reflects efforts to recognize the different challenges of student populations and varied 
approaches to supporting students. Staff expressed that LEARN is a safe place to try something new, even 
if it isn’t ultimately successful. “Innovation isn’t just a tagline. Freedom to talk and take a stand has been 
fostered….” 

Collaboration: LEARN’s Theory of Action states, “If we cultivate collaborative partnerships and 
strategic alliances, and promote regional efficiencies, then we will enhance the quality of learning in our 
region and our schools.” 
Participants talked of great working relationships with school districts and the good reputation LEARN 
enjoys. LEARN is viewed as “walking with” member districts, identifying critical issues, and thinking 
together about how LEARN can support student and professional learning and enhance efficiencies of 
systems. 
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Service: LEARN is committed to “service leadership.” Its Theory of Action states, “If we listen and 
respond to our stakeholders with respect and responsibility, provide high quality services and hold 
ourselves accountable for meeting their needs, then we continue to grow as an organization.” 
LEARN is committed to listening carefully and working with districts to improve the quality of education 
for all learners and find regional solutions to educational challenges. Staff spoke of wanting to give 
excellent customer service. A LEARN mantra is “Under-promise, over-deliver.” Stakeholders described 
LEARN’s programs as both high quality and unique— and student centered. 

As the topics of regionalization and regionalism percolate in state government offices, LEARN is well 
positioned to support small communities and advocate for the best services to serve their children. 

Equity: Diversity is one of LEARN’s core values, recognizing that it enriches experiences in LEARN’s 
schools programs, and workplace. LEARN “seek(s) to see through alternative viewpoints and 
experiences.” 
One survey participant echoed a number of comments we heard as a LEARN strength: “Providing equal 
educational access for students regardless of race, color, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status.” A number 
of participants repeated an organizational phrase: “All means all.” LEARN is “committed to the students 
we serve” and does a “good job recruiting students,” then provides them with tailored supports. LEARN’s 
“dedicated leaders, faculty, and staff” have a “vision for innovative programming that offers educational 
excellence and equity for all students,” demonstrating the organization’s commitment to meeting the 
unique needs of diverse learners. 

Learning Culture 
Throughout our data gathering we heard descriptions of the culture of LEARN to respect and support 
growth of staff as well as students. Always anchored in what’s best for students and equity, participants 
described pride in LEARN, an open culture with high levels of integrity, where all were respected for 
what they brought to the work, and a commitment to learning and collaborating. 

High level of integrity: Many participants talked of the knowledgeable, highly professional, 
dedicated, hard working teachers, administrators, and related services staff who fostered a supportive, 
collaborative working environment. Staff seemed to take pride in the high bar LEARN holds for 
employees. Several spoke of the “great staff in right seats on the bus,” and hiring employees who are  
good at what they do who are also vision/mission driven. 

Continuous, Innovative Learners: LEARN fosters a culture of continuously striving for 
improvement modeled by hard working professional educators committed to building the capacity of all 
employees. Staff at all levels feel encouraged to be creative and innovative in applying learning methods 
and adapting curricula to individuals and their needs. The organization is led by patient, “seasoned leaders 
(who) let us learn by making mistakes.” These leaders are patient and approachable who demonstrate a 
“growth orientation.” Though they admit to making mistakes, employees nevertheless feel trusted to work 
toward the best decisions for student learning and growth. A number of participants spoke of safe, secure 
learning environments, ingredients necessary for innovation. 

Collaboration and Autonomy: 
Many participants spoke of enjoying autonomy in their workplaces. Teachers are encouraged “to develop 
as autonomous professionals.” Schools control their own budgets and themes, and there is “integrity and 
adaptability in curriculum." 

Nevertheless, there is a spirit of teamwork and collaboration within and among the schools and staff. All 
leaders are encouraged to share this culture in their schools. LEARN holds retreats for “learning 
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together.” One said, “We have a spirit of collegiality in this area of the state because we’re small and very 
close.” This spirit of collaboration has served LEARN well in its relations with member school districts. 
LEARN leaders have spent a considerable amount of time ensuring LEARN services dovetail with district 
needs. 

Caring: 
We got a strong sense from participants that LEARN values individual employees and their personal and 
professional growth. Even negotiations with LEARN’s one union (teachers) demonstrated this value. This 
usually adversarial process was actually collaborative at LEARN, as all parties defined what they hoped 
to accomplish and they worked together to get there. 

Organizational Capacity 
We heard consistently that LEARN “doesn’t need fixing, but to go to next level.” According to 
participants, LEARN enjoys strong organizational capacity, both in terms of its staff and programs and its 
strong, solid fiscal health. LEARN is viewed as a nimble partner which provides cost effective services 
and a great breadth of programming options. 

Special Services: After a rocky period, LEARN Special Education now enjoys a stellar state-wide 
reputation with strong programming and superb staff who excel both in terms of program and service 
delivery and support to local districts. 

Magnet Schools: LEARN’s magnet schools offer equitable education to the region’s youth. The 
Marine Sciences Magnet is a #1 School of Distinction. The two magnets on the Goodwin College campus 
in East Hartford, Riverside Magnet and the Connecticut River Academy, are highly innovative. The 
Friendship School has just received its NAEYC accreditation. Though each school has its own theme and 
student population, the staffs of all work collaboratively and are devoted to LEARN’s vision, mission, and 
values. 

Board of Directors: The LEARN Board of Directors is very strong, with a highly committed executive 
committee and chair. They understand their oversight responsibilities, yet allow appropriate autonomy to 
staff. 

Regional Resources: Because LEARN leaders have listened very carefully to member districts and 
have adapted to serve the region’s needs based on feedback of district partners, districts trust and want to 
partner with LEARN. They commit to identifying issues and creating coalitions to learn together, solve 
problems, and develop regional solutions. 

This collaborative approach on LEARN’s part has also led to greater partnerships with other regional 
education service centers in Connecticut and with the Connecticut Association of Public School 
Superintendents. Together with member districts, LEARN has generated a long list of regionally shared 
services. 
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Challenges Facing LEARN  
Though, overall, participants in interviews, focus groups, and the survey believed LEARN is a very 
strong and effective organization, they also identified a number of challenges with which the next 
Executive Director will likely contend. Many of these areas are interrelated, but they will be separated 
here for clarity. Financial issues and the pressures they create posed by far the most often mentioned 
challenge. Primarily responsible for building on the structure now in place, the new leader will inherit a 
very complex organization that empowers others. Balancing voices in decision-making and 
communications will be an important focus. Programming and structural issues will pose ongoing 
concerns. Many noted the complexity of the role of Executive Director. Finally, there were a handful of 
issues mentioned by a few participants worthy of mention. 

Budget/Finance and Retaining Effective Staff 
Budget/Finance: LEARN is not a “simple” school district. The agency has to generate sufficient 
revenue to maintain and sustain fiscal and budgetary needs to keep programs and services running— at a 
time when funding sources are scarce. LEARN always has to ask, “What do we do really well that will 
help with the fiscal state?” 

LEARN has to ensure magnet programs are appealing and cost effective so their revenue streams 
continue. This risks putting LEARN at odds with sending districts as districts grapple with declining 
enrollments and challenging finances themselves. This same stress affects the special services programs, 
and member districts rely on LEARN to provide cost effective regional special education programming.  

Because the East Hartford magnets fall under the aegis of Goodwin College, they do not qualify for Title I 
funding, adding to fiscal pressures (though they are working on this). Unlike a traditional school system, 
since they rely on uncertain revenues, LEARN’s magnet principals never know their final revenue until 
the end of the operating year. Since magnets “aren’t the only game in town,” there is perennial 
competition pressuring viability. 

The Connecticut State Department of Education historically has been a partner in supporting many 
programs run by the regional education service centers. More recently, though, they have pulled back 
grant support for mentors, professional development, early childhood, and other programs. In addition, 
the legislature is more leery about supporting magnets as a backlash against aggressive magnet school 
development in the capital region. 

Staff: LEARN will need to be financially strong to provide and invest in appropriate staffing to keep 
student well-being and growth as its primary focus… and without this focus, it will struggle to retain 
member district support. Quite a number of participants spoke of the low wages LEARN pays (in order 
not to outspend its member districts) and difficulty retaining high quality staff as a result. Certified staff 
comprise the only union LEARN employees have, and LEARN must take care of its other employees, 
too. Some spoke of “great staff get(ting) poached.” Especially important is attracting and retaining 
teachers  (especially staff of color) who will stay at LEARN. 
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A final fiscal challenge several mentioned was the decision by LEARN’s talented Chief Financial Officer 
to leave the post at the end of the 2018-19 fiscal year. That position is expected to be filled before the new 
Executive Director takes the position. 

Decision Making, Balancing Voices, and Communicating in a Complex Organization 
Balancing Voices in Decision-Making: LEARN experiences a natural tension between central 
control and decentralized decision-making. Many participants spoke of appreciating the autonomy they 
experience in their workplaces. Yet there is the expectation that their school or workplace vision will be 
dovetailed with LEARN’s broader vision. They strive to keep children and equity at the center as a 
driving force. Yet it is occasionally hard to stay true to LEARN’s vision, given varied schools and 
programs offered and students served. Several participants spoke of the lack of centralization in systems 
and practices and some inequities among schools.Though participants want the new leader to continue to 
support their autonomy, they also spoke of their vast geography and the need for consistency among all in 
implementation of their programs. Some felt siloed and challenged by a lack of coordination among 
departments, though they recognized they have made progress breaking down silos and moving toward a 
“LEARN district.” A couple of participants mentioned a lack of authority and that “everything was ad-hoc 
and voluntary.” These tensions may be inevitable when the intent is to encourage autonomy and voice. 
Given LEARN’s vast geography, they need some consistency among all stakeholders in implementing 
what is best for children. 

Another decision-making tension participants raised was the need of the Goodwin staff to balance 
reporting to two governance boards (LEARN’s and Goodwin’s). When values of the two compete, magnet 
school staff want to adhere to LEARN’s values. 

LEARN has paid close attention to bringing other important voices to the table to consider how best to 
support local districts, and will need to continue to do so to remain viable. They will need to listen very 
carefully and practice servant leadership to maintain trust and encourage district commitment to and 
participation in collective, regional efforts. 

Communications: In such a vast, varied, and de-centralized organization, it is natural that some 
participants spoke of communication issues. Participants would like to see a “stronger sense of 
community and collaboration across schools and departments with emphasis on respectful 
communication.” They would like to “know what goals and expectations are and who their chain of 
command is.” Some felt that internal communications could use work, both administration to staff and 
among the schools. Others felt the agency should brand its magnet schools as “LEARN schools,” which 
would make the agency appear bigger and broader in scope. Finally, especially in light of staff turnover 
mentioned in a previous section, participants felt LEARN would benefit from a good staff orientation. 

Programming and Structure 
LEARN is a school district that is also in the business of education, and in recent years it has experienced 
shrinking non-school based services. Since its school footprint has expanded, participants would like to 
see the new leader “continue to build systems and culture to unify a geographically and objectively 
sprawling agency.” 

To stay viable, LEARN will need to deepen trusting relationships and generate business and educational 
partnerships with localities in a challenging climate of school funding. LEARN should continue to be a 
resource to districts, helping them identify pressing issues and determine where there are appropriate 
regional responses. LEARN can serve as the research engine to study both educational and non-
educational issues member districts are grappling with. 
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Ongoing, some structures need to be built and staff should continue analyzing and improving current 
programs, ensuring equitable offerings to the region’s children. This will entail monitoring that schools 
are attaining and maintaining high test scores, monitoring and revising curricula, and focusing on 
improving academic achievement in all magnets. LEARN should be taking students from all walks of life 
and having all succeed both academically and emotionally. Participants expressed need for more 
coordination among departments (special services and across schools) and meeting the diverse needs of 
schools and programs. Finally, participants suggested giving students voice in higher circles of planning, 
coordinating, and design. 

Early Childhood: LEARN used to receive significant state funding to support families and school 
districts in the region in early childhood efforts. Though that need still exists, funding has eroded and 
Birth-3 is now a loss leader. A new Executive Director will need an understanding of LEARN’s early 
intervention program and the region’s early childhood efforts. 

Professional Development: LEARN, once known for its professional development offerings, has lost 
significant ground in this arena, particularly due to lost state funding. Participants asked “How do we 
become relevant about professional learning?” They want LEARN to be the regional leader in 
professional development— “to be best in the area where we can learn from the best.” There was 
particular mention of the need for individualized student knowledge for intervention specialists, 
continuity of care for students, and innovation. 

Special Education: The program at LEARN’s new school for special needs in New London is 
considered extremely strong and a great model. Some participants would like to see that duplicated west 
of the Connecticut River. Beyond the school, the new Executive Director will face a challenge building 
and sustaining a strong department that meets the needs of districts and magnet schools, offering more 
regional support where it makes sense to do so collectively. This will include developing appropriate 
procedures and protocols. The new school in New London is also still a construction site that will need 
careful attention to handicapped accessibility, a playground, roof replacement, and other building work. 

Structure:  Some structural challenges mentioned by several participants included a need for more 
support staff in classrooms with challenging behaviors and special needs, continuing attention to school 
safety, and addressing the lack of programs such as music and libraries. One big challenge for the new 
leader will be navigating the political and educational dilemmas surrounding the DUAL Language 
magnet. Its building is falling apart and the state is not likely to provide necessary resources to renovate it. 

Complexity of the Role 
The role of Executive Director at LEARN is a highly complex, complicated one. Since the agency is so 
broad in its geographic and programmatic reach, the leader must stay on top of many issues with a 
significant level of intensity. Though the leader is spread thin, visibility is still important. The Executive 
Director also needs to remain an educational leader to member school districts. 

Taking LEARN to the next level will likely involve the development of a matrix structure to help sort out 
which decisions and processes are centralized and which are de-centralized, and helping with what some 
participants called “analysis paralysis,” a byproduct of involving all relevant stakeholders in decisions. 

LEARN’s Board of Directors is made up of representatives from each of its 21 member districts. 
Participation at board meetings can be a challenge, since meetings are held on weekday mornings. 
Nevertheless, at this time the board is led by a strong executive committee. The new leader will need to 
ensure the board stays connected and strong and is poised to support the organization in the next level of 
structural work. 

LEARN Board of Directors Spring 2019 Page !9



LEARN EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR LEADERSHIP PROFILE

A few other issues that didn’t fall neatly into a category above also emerged as potential challenges that 
could confront a new Executive Director. First, it goes without saying that the leader will need to have the 
vision to keep ahead of the region as an innovative resource for districts. Finally, the leader will need to 
be comfortable in political circles, advocating for the needs of the region’s children.  

Finally, the new governor may not support magnet schools. The leader will need to play a proactive role 
at local and state levels to encourage regionalism, or regional solutions to educational issues to ensure 
children have access to equity and excellence. 

Desired Qualities and Characteristics in a Executive Director 
Given the geographical and programmatic complexity of LEARN, and the fact that the agency doesn’t 
need “fixing,” what would be the most important qualities and characteristics in a new Executive Director 
to build on LEARN’s strengths and meet its challenges? Respondents weighted four of the ten areas of 
desired expertise sought in a new Executive Director most highly. An analysis of survey responses 
yielded the following: They were tied in their first choice selection between Develops a shared vision of 
excellence and innovation and Communicates/ collaborates effectively, both at 19% of respondents. Those 
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Top Three Choices

4%

7%

17%

4% 2% 11%
9% 11%

22%

15%

First Choice Expertise

10%

3%

17%

4%

1% 3% 6%
18%

19%

19%
Develops a shared district vision of excellence and innovation
Communicates/collaborates effectively
Has successfully led and managed a school district
Has successfully served as a school building administrator
Has broad knowledge of educational issues and practices
Has demonstrated entrepreneurial expertise
Possesses strong management and finance knowledge & skills
Builds trusting relationships with staff and communities
Emphasizes professional development, team building & staff growth
Other

DESIRED EXPERTISE IN NEW EXEC. DIRECTOR #1 % #2 % #3 % TOP 3 TOP 3

Develops a shared district vision of excellence and innovation 19 19.0% 11 10.9% 14 13.9% 44 14.6%

Communicates/collaborates effectively 19 19.0% 34 33.7% 12 11.9% 65 21.5%

Has successfully led and managed a school district 18 18.0% 5 5.0% 9 8.9% 32 10.6%

Builds trusting relationships with staff and communities 17 17.0% 11 10.9% 24 23.8% 52 17.2%

Has successfully served as a school building administrator 6 6.0% 14 13.9% 7 6.9% 27 8.9%

Possesses strong management and finance knowledge & skills 4 4.0% 4 4.0% 3 3.0% 11 3.6%

Has broad knowledge of educational issues and practices 3 3.0% 14 13.9% 16 15.8% 33 10.9%

Emphasizes professional development, team building & staff growth 3 3.0% 6 5.9% 12 11.9% 21 7.0%

Has demonstrated entrepreneurial expertise 1 1.0% 2 2.0% 3 3.0% 6 2.0%

Other 10 10.0% 0 0.0% 1 1.0% 11 3.6%

100 100% 101 100% 101 100.0% 302 100%
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were followed very closely by Has successfully led and managed a school district (18%) and Builds 
trusting relationships with staff and communities, (17%). 

If we look at the top three choices combined, Communicates/collaborates effectively becomes the top 
choice (21.5%), Builds trusting relationships with staff and communities (17.2%) moves into second,  and 
Develops a shared vision of excellence and innovation (14.6%) becomes a clear third. 

In addition to the leadership characteristics and expertise addressed in the prior section, respondents’ top 
first choices for qualities of a successful new LEARN Executive Director were 1) Keeps students’ growth 
& well-being primary focus (35%), followed by a distant second, 2) Self-aware and socially aware, 
accessible, approachable, adaptable (26%), and a very distant tie for third, 3) Decisive, confident, 
objective problem solver with good judgment and resiliency and Confident, knowledgeable, hardworking 
educational leader, both at 10%. Aggregating the top three choices leads to some changed priorities. Now 
1) Self-aware and socially aware, accessible, approachable, adaptable (20.3%) just edges out 2) Keeps 
students’ growth & well-being primary focus (19.7%). Moving into third is Dedicated commitment to 
LEARN (14.3%). 
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First Choice Qualities

5%

5%
10%

7%

10%
2%

35%

26%
Self-aware and socially aware, accessible, approachable, adaptable
Keeps students’ growth & well-being primary focus
Capable collaborator
Decisive, confident, objective problem solver with good judgment and resiliency
Dedicated commitment to LEARN
Confident, knowledgeable, hardworking educational leader
Committed to effective communication
Other

Top Three Choices

5%
11%

10%

14%

12% 8%

20%

20%

DESIRED QUALITIES IN NEW  
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

#1 5 #2 % #3 % TOP 3 TOP 3

Keeps students’ growth & well-being primary focus 35 35.0% 15 15.0% 9 9.0% 59 19.7%

Self-aware and socially aware, accessible, approachable, 
adaptable

26 26.0% 21 21.0% 14 14.0% 61 20.3%

Decisive, confident, objective problem solver with good 
judgment and resiliency

10 10.0% 11 11.0% 15 15.0% 36 12.0%

Confident, knowledgeable, hardworking educational leader 10 10.0% 11 11.0% 8 8.0% 29 9.7%

Dedicated commitment to LEARN 7 7.0% 25 25.0% 11 11.0% 43 14.3%

Committed to effective communication 5 5.0% 9 9.0% 18 18.0% 32 10.7%

Capable collaborator 2 2.0% 7 7.0% 16 16.0% 25 8.3%

Other 5 5.0% 1 1.0% 9 9.0% 15 5.0%

100 100% 100 100% 100 100% 300 100%
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Develops a Shared Vision of Excellence and Innovation  
Participants would like the new leader to embody LEARN’s vision and mission to innovate, collaborate, 
and serve. Though participants don’t want anyone to come in and dramatically shift LEARN’s current 
direction, they want a leader who is visionary and able to work with others to determine LEARN’s long-
term trajectory. As participants mentioned, LEARN’s “storming is done.” The new leader should embrace 
what’s been done. Now “we need to norm.” The next level of the work will be to build unified systems 
and follow-through and establish clear goals, policies and procedures. Participants would like those goals 
to be transparent, defining “why we’re doing what we’re doing.” 

Grounded in the work and highly focused on the mission of the agency, the successful leader will be able 
to maintain and create systems to drive action effectively to support the mission. The leader should 
understand that there are varied paths to attain the vision, especially given the variety of backgrounds of 
children served by LEARN programs. LEARN’s vision of excellence means the leader will hold high 
expectations for all who work at LEARN. Each of those employees should own the vision and feel like a 
valued member of the agency. 

Communicates/ Collaborates Effectively  
The first sign of an excellent communicator is the ability to listen. LEARN’s new leader will be a great 
listener who cares about student learning and staff growth. Visible in the schools, this leader will connect 
well with all stakeholders, committed to collaborative service. In order to grow support for and 
collaborate with stakeholders, the leader will be an excellent writer and speaker, generating commitment 
to LEARN’s vision and mission in-house and across the agency and region. 

A thoughtful servant leader who demonstrates humility and commitment to collaborative service, this 
individual will not be out to win awards and gain personal recognition, but will want to be an ambassador 
advancing LEARN’s vision and core values. This leader will bring an open mind that honors the 
uniqueness of each magnet school and program and supports the development of school themes. An 
excellent talent scout with an ability to grow leaders, the leader will not be judgmental, but will celebrate 
efforts of others and be open-hearted toward staff and students. This individual will have emotional 
aptitude, genuinely caring about others’ success, shining the spotlight on them. 

These traits will be especially important in the cultivation of collaborative relationships with member 
district superintendents. These district leaders will feel that LEARN’s Executive Director has walked with 
them and fully understood the issues with which they are contending.  

Another critical role of communication and collaboration for the new LEARN leader is advocacy. The 
leader should demonstrate deep understanding of the state political and legislative landscapes and seek to 
influence legislation to support students and educational programming. That advocacy will be rooted in 
knowledge of education law (including special education) and deep understanding of student and staff 
needs and the importance of regional solutions. This respected leader will be invited to help guide state 
educational direction. Ideally, the leader would be media savvy and maintain a social media presence. 
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Finally, the leader will communicate effectively with the Board of Directors, providing information and 
data on the agency’s progress and anticipating the board’s needs. 

Has Successfully Led and Managed a School District  
LEARN’s new leader will come with a broad, full tool chest. First and foremost, participants would like 
to know the leader has a proven track record leading change and the ability to grow and maintain a strong, 
cohesive, solution-focused, academically challenging program across all LEARN schools. Further, they 
would like someone who has a wealth of experience as a classroom teacher, principal, magnet school 
leader, in a district central office, in diverse populations and urban settings, and in a regional education 
service center.  They would also like a leader who is involved with civic and community organizations. 

Since LEARN has a complex business function, in addition to education-based experience, participants 
would like LEARN’s leader to demonstrate financial savvy with a background in business and marketing. 
Also helpful would be experience implementing a matrix structure in an educational organization. 

The wealth of past experiences and work “in the trenches” should provide the new leader with the 
wisdom to inspire staff and students to be their very best. The leader should model hard work and drive to 
succeed on a daily basis. The leader should be diplomatic and know where they can be flexible and 
empathize with and support staff as they carry out complex roles. 

Given the unlikelihood that many candidates will bring that entire set of experiences, perhaps most 
important to the new leader is an understanding of the district superintendent role and the issues with 
which public school educators are now contending. This leader should be able to anticipate 
superintendent needs and gather appropriate research and data to support collective, collaborative 
decision-making. The leader should also enjoy the respect of colleagues, staff, and peer organizations as 
an outstanding educational leader and thinker. 

Builds trusting relationships with staff and communities 
Critical to the success of LEARN’s new leader will be the ability to build genuine relationships and to 
nurture and help others grow. Able to navigate complicated relationships, this individual will have a 
reputation as a respectful, calm leader who demonstrates fairness, honesty, kindness, empathy, and 
understanding to all at LEARN and partner organizations. 

This leader should be patient in mentoring the young administrative staff, recognizing their expertise, and 
allowing them to made decisions— even when it involves learning from mistakes. The leader will 
understand the importance of empowering staff at all levels and fostering their voice, filling gaps with  
supporting opportunities for growth, not micromanaging, but building trust and growing staff autonomy. 

This leader should demonstrate caring for students, faculty, and families. Approachable and 
compassionate, the leader should make every effort to get to know staff, both professionally and 
personally. The successful leader should bring energy, enthusiasm, and a good sense of humor to LEARN, 
inspiring commitment in others. The leader should continue LEARN’s successful model for negotiating 
with staff, working toward a shared purpose, not intent on “winning.” 

Keeps Students’ Growth & Well-being Primary Focus  
Participants were very clear about the importance of the leader of LEARN caring about students and 
keeping their well-being at the core of every decision. This leader will be deeply and genuinely motivated 
by helping children, always keeping their best interests at heart. 

Self-aware and Socially Aware, Accessible, Approachable, Adaptable  
To achieve LEARN’s vision, the new leader should possess some other important personal qualities: The 
successful leader will be self-aware and solidly grounded and with a healthy ego, knowing that the work 
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is not about him/herself. Highly approachable to all stakeholders, the individual will be easy to talk to, 
“making a point to stop in to various offices and classrooms to ask, ‘How are things going?”’ 

Decisive, Confident, Objective Problem Solver with Good Judgment and Resiliency  
LEARN’s new leader will bring excellent managerial skills and a proactive, organized approach to the 
work. This leader will deeply understand issues — both internally and regionally— and see what can be 
accomplished collectively, recognizing reciprocity in problem-solving. The leader will be confident in 
balancing understanding of all perspectives of issues with the willingness to make tough decisions and 
hold people to a high bar in accomplishing the work. 

The successful leader will be comfortable with regional education service centers and networking with 
RESC Alliance leaders. This leader will also be able to support LEARN and its member districts in 
navigating the regionalization/regionalism landscape. 

Confident, Knowledgeable, Hardworking Educational Leader 
LEARN’s next leader will bring a keen intellect and a high level of emotional intelligence, charisma, and 
perseverance to making a positive, unifying impact on LEARN. Goal-driven, this leader will be research 
and data focused, demonstrating a great breadth of knowledge of research-based outcomes for children 
from birth through age 21. A reflective self-learner and and expert in educational practices and leadership, 
the leader will have the knowledge and ability to lead LEARN schools and the region to greater 
collaborative solutions. 

The successful leader will demonstrate an entrepreneurial spirit, with the capacity to support innovation 
and experimentation. Modeling a great work ethic, this individual will also have a keen sense of the 
information the Board of Directors will need to make effective decisions for the agency. 

Dedicated Commitment to LEARN 
LEARN’s next leader will bring passion, energy, and dedication for the long-term to LEARN. 
Manifesting the highest levels of integrity, the leader will be the face of LEARN, committed to its vision 
and mission, building its reputation and reliability as a content and services expert provider in the region 
and state, and ensuring LEARN remains a true and critical partner to its schools, member districts, and the 
region.
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