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Abstract 

“There is no such thing as a dysfunctional organization, because every 

organization is perfectly aligned to achieve the results it currently gets.” So say Jeff 

Lawrence and Ron Heifetz. From an ecological systems view of development, 

individuals within a system are acted upon by the system while simultaneously acting 

upon the system itself. Therefore, any intervention endeavoring to alter the results 

achieved by the system, e.g. chronic absenteeism, must take into account the individual 

as well as the multiple tiers of the system. 

Twin Rivers Unified School District, a mid-sized K-12 District on the North side 

of Sacramento CA, struggles with student chronic absenteeism: for the past several years 

the rate of chronic absenteeism has hovered near 15%. To intervene and achieve 

sustainable change in reducing the rate of chronic absenteeism, I examined the district as 

a whole, while also attending to the individuals within the system. I utilized a School 

District as an Ecological System paradigm, an interpretation of Bronfenbrenner’s 1977 

Ecological Systems Theory of Development, to identify and target levers for change 

within the system. I focused on the interactions between and among staff at the mezzo 

level, Teacher-Student Relationships at the micro level, and the language and behaviors 

of the system itself at the micro, mezzo, and macro level. Concretely, I facilitated the 

development of two Research-Practice Partnerships with two different groups at HGSE: 

Proving Ground, at the Center for Education Policy Research, which addresses the 

system as a whole; and the EASEL Lab, whose new approach to Social Emotional 

Learning, SEL Kernels of Practice, is being piloted in Twin Rivers as a classroom 

(micro) level intervention.   

This capstone tracks my entry into the district and how I identified the levers for 

change, the formation and implementation of the Research-Practice Partnerships, the 

relative success of both partnerships, challenges I encountered along the way, and 

implications of all of the above for further SEL and system-wide interventions aimed at 

addressing chronic absenteeism. 
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Introduction 

I began my residency with Twin Rivers Unified School District (Twin Rivers) on 

June 1, 2018, as the Special Assistant for Social Emotional Learning and Chronic 

Absenteeism. I made the decision to work with Twin Rivers in January of 2018 after 

several conversations with Steve Martinez and Bill McGuire, Superintendent and Deputy 

Superintendent respectively, and having spent 2 days on site with them in December of 

2017. I had sought out a residency with Twin Rivers, nominated the district as a partner, 

and managed all communications with them myself. An entrepreneurial style of 

leadership is a part of my history, and that style was present from the very beginning.  

In our conversations, I learned a good deal about the district and why it might be a 

good fit for me. Twin Rivers is the 27th largest district in California, serving nearly 

27,000 students.  Resting on the northern border of the State Capital, Sacramento, the 

district was formed in 2007 by merging three elementary districts (Rio Linda Union, 

North Sacramento and Del Paso Heights) and the Grant Union High School District. 

Twin Rivers serves an 82 square mile area, and while a portion of the district sits within 

the Sacramento city limits (North Sac), much of the district is in communities within 

Sacramento County. The area is a mix of urban and rural, ranging from city streets to 

farms and horse ranches.  

After going through some understandable growing pains immediately after the 

merger, Twin Rivers hired Dr. Martinez as the superintendent in 2013, the first 

superintendent who did not come from one of the merged districts. From that time, the 

district has been on a steady upswing. From 2013 and 2015, high school graduation rates 

went up from 75% to 82%, dropout rates dropped from 16.4% to 9.2%, and 8 Twin 
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Rivers’ schools received the California Gold Ribbon Schools Award in 2016. In the most 

recent academic year, 2017-18, the district saw its first increase in math scores in several 

years: a 3 percentage point growth in proficiency rate.  

In our conversations, both Martinez and McGuire expressed to me that the district 

was poised and ready to address some non-academic areas, most specifically chronic 

absenteeism. In fact, my experience working to address chronic absenteeism in New 

York City was compelling to them. I had worked as part of Mayor Mike Bloomberg’s 

Inter-Agency Task Force on Chronic Absenteeism, Truancy, and School Engagement. 

The program I had developed, RISE, was recognized as a model program within NYC 

Department of Education as a targeted intervention to improve chronic absenteeism. 

RISE is a one-to-one mentoring program that has demonstrated success in improving 

attendance for chronically absent middle and high school students. Moreover, having 

been the chief executive of a non-profit specifically serving public schools in NYC to 

address chronic absenteeism was something that appealed very much to them.  

They were very clear in those conversations: they needed help with decreasing the 

rate of chronic absenteeism in the district, and they would be open to any ideas I had. 

That said, they were equally clear that they had clear expectations for a demonstrable 

impact as a result of my residency within their district. Having spent more than 20 years 

in NYC, I appreciated their directness, the urgency of the problem they identified, and the 

high expectations they had for my work. I also appreciated the fact that they would be 

treating me as employee and not handling me with kid gloves. I liked that level of 

expectation and wanted to be somewhere I felt I would have an impact. 
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Moreover, I saw an opportunity in Twin Rivers that I hadn’t had in my previous 

work to date. In Twin Rivers I would have the opportunity to work within the school 

system itself to address the needs of the students within the system. Previously, in NYC, I 

led an agency that was a service provider and consultant to the NYC Department of 

Education. The challenges I encountered in that role are outside the scope of this paper, 

but suffice to say I came to Harvard because I saw it as an opportunity to gain a seat at 

the table where decisions are made regarding children and families. The opportunity that 

Martinez and McGuire were presenting to me was one in which I would have the strength 

of the Superintendent’s Office behind me to access information, make decisions, and 

guide interventions in a way that would directly impact the multiple tiers of the system 

and, ultimately, the children and families themselves. 

The multiple tiers of the system paradigm, in particular, is critical to me. I am a 

social worker, and as such I have been trained to take a person-in-environment approach 

to working with clients. In other words, any observed deficiencies that exist within a 

client are often the product of stressors in the environment rather than deficiencies within 

the client. Oftentimes, what might be perceived as maladaptive behavior is just a 

response to a threat or stressor within the environment. This is one of the central ways 

clinical social work differs from psychology. Broadly speaking, psychology looks to treat 

clients by focusing on the inner workings of the psyche, while social workers look to see 

how the client is responding to the environment. 

I have not stopped being a social worker. In many ways, I saw the opportunity in 

Twin Rivers as a way to blend my social work perspective with my developing 

perspective as an education leader. Indeed, much of the literature I studied at Harvard has 



7 
 

gelled quite nicely with my previous work. Robert Kegan’s work is a centerpiece of the 

only course that has transcended all three years of the Ed.L.D. program, Practicing 

Leadership Inside and Out. As Kegan (2003) explains, we all enter adulthood as products 

of our environment. We all have a socialized mindset that is the result of our experiences 

and how we internalize those experiences. This aspect of Kegan’s work derives from 

psychodynamic theory and Ego Psychology from Freud through Mahler and Winnicott 

(Applegate, 1993; Goldstein, 1995; Hepworth, Rooney, Rooney, & Strom-Gottfried, 

2013): all theorists that directly influenced my work as a social worker. These theorists 

explain that relationships and early experiences are central to development. As we gather 

experiences, our ego, or sense of self, develops relative to those experiences and we 

internalize the world as the amalgam of those people and experiences; a person’s 

definition of normal is defined by their experiences and relationships.  

Recently, neuroscience is demonstrating the efficacy of the person-in-

environment approach with the development of epigenetics which shows that 

environment impacts development as much as biology (Shonkoff, 2012). Allan and 

Judith Schore (2010) have done an excellent job of connecting clinical social work (the 

person-in-environment perspective) to neuroscience and the linkages between ecology 

and development.  

Uri Bronfenbrenner (1977) discussed how people develop relative to one another 

in his Ecological Systems Theory for Human Development, arguing that child 

development, human development, does not happen in a vacuum. Rather, a child is 

“nested” in his/her environment and it is the interaction between the child and the 

environment, as well as the interactions within the environment, that influence the child’s 
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development. A diagram of his theory shows bi-directional arrows between the individual 

and the micro-, meso-, exo-, and macro- systems (Figure 1); suggesting that the 

individual is a product of, and co-creator in those systems. I understand this as a visual 

way of understanding Kegan, Freud, Mahler, and all the other developmental theorists 

mentioned previously, as well as the person-in-environment perspective I internalized as 

a social worker. All of us are products of our environments, but we also all contribute to 

our environments. We are simultaneously affirmed for our contributions to our 

environment while we are formed by our environment. 

Figure 1: Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory of Development    

 

Hannah Arendt (1958) argues basically the same thing in her philosophy of the 

Human Condition: that each of us has a private self that is a creator of, and is created by, 

the public spheres in which we operate. The more our private selfs are accepted and 

validated by the public systems, the more complete our inner selfs are. Circling back to 

Ego Psychology, if we are solidified by our surroundings, then our ego develops as intact 

or healthy, we generally feel good about ourselves, and are fortified in our belief systems.  
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What I brought with me as I entered Twin Rivers on June 1st, was a perspective 

built on the experiences of my past, both personal and professional. This perspective 

influenced how I experienced the system of Twin Rivers, but also began to influence the 

system of Twin Rivers. I became a part of the Twin Rivers system and, as such, began to 

co-create that system. One of the major contributing factors to the theory of action that 

guided my work is my perspective of Twin Rivers as an Ecological System in and of 

itself. A diagram of Twin Rivers, or any school district as an ecological system, might 

look like Figure 2.  If we put the child at the center, the corresponding systems would 

include the school, the directors who oversee all schools in the system, the executive 

leadership, the board, then state and federal policy. The arrows indicate the interactions 

within and through these various systems, including the child in the center, which then 

shape the development of the child as well as the system itself.  

Figure 2: School District as an Ecological System 
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To begin to address the problem of chronic absenteeism within Twin Rivers, I 

first had to gain an understanding of the system of Twin Rivers and how the behavior of 

chronic absenteeism was being supported. Just as people don’t develop in a vacuum, 

behaviors don’t develop in isolation either. I had to find a way to examine the system 

itself, identify levers for change within the system, act upon those levers of change, all 

while maintaining some level of objectivity about myself and my own perspective within 

the Twin Rivers system.  

This capstone documents my work in Twin Rivers to develop strategies for 

addressing chronic absenteeism aimed at generating tangible short-term results in the 

form of improved student attendance while also providing a foundation for longer-term 

progress, all through the lens of the School District as Ecological System paradigm. I 

first review the sources of knowledge I drew upon in developing those strategies, 

including education, clinical social work, and medical literature. Then I review the work I 

undertook in Twin Rivers including creating research-practice partnerships building upon 

existing interventions and methodologies within Twin Rivers. Finally, I will review my 

work relative to my own parameters for success, and discuss implications of my work for 

myself as a leader, Twin Rivers, and the larger education sector.  
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Review of Knowledge for Action (RKA)  

Experiences shape development. All of us are a product of our experiences, and 

our experiences shape how we view and experience the world. Sarah Lawrence-Lightfoot 

(2003) identifies previous experiences of educators as Ghosts in the Classroom. She 

writes that to be truly successful as an educator one must recognize that we are all 

carrying our past experiences with us, and understanding how those past experiences 

shape our current behavior is critical to facilitating positive working relationships. In this 

section I will introduce research which supports this concept from a biological, 

educational, and clinical social work perspective. I will connect this concept to student 

outcomes, including chronic absenteeism, and the relevance to Twin Rivers. I will also 

discuss interventions that target student experiences as well as adult experiences, and 

how leadership is a key driver in creating the conditions for adults to successfully create 

experiences for children and each other such that an organization, or system, moves 

towards positive outcomes for all members of the organization. Finally, as a developing 

leader in the education sector, it is incumbent upon me to identify some of my early 

experiences that influence how I perceive school and school experiences. Therefore, I 

will begin with an exploration of one of my most prominent “ghosts”.  

The Problem- A Personal Perspective 

I often liken my early childhood experience to a Norman Rockwell painting. I was 

in the boy scouts, my family went to church every Sunday, my mom was a substitute 

teacher in our town and my dad often coached my sports teams. Everyone knew us, and 

our private existence was solidified in the public realm by the many shared experiences 

we had with members of our community (Arendt, 1958). My older brother Jamie and I 
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were also quite accomplished. Jamie participated in debate; as a freshman in high school 

he was the state champion in extemporaneous speech. He went on to nationals and took 

third. While I was not as intellectually gifted as he, I won a state football championship 

(with my dad as my coach) and was a celebrated violinist: I was in All-State Orchestra in 

7th and 8th grade and then was selected for the Rhode Island Junior Philharmonic in my 

freshman year of high school. 

That same year, two days after Christmas, in Andy’s Pizza in Peckville, PA, my 

parents told us they were separating. In that instant, my Norman Rockwell styled 

childhood went up in flames. As my brother and I progressed through high school we 

transformed into different kids. I stopped playing organized sports and after Andy’s Pizza 

I never played violin again. I dropped from a straight A student to a steady C student, and 

I spent almost every day of high school in detention, primarily for cutting school. My 

brother, who had a more difficult time processing our family dissolution, suffered a more 

precipitous drop: after attending school less and less as time progressed, in his senior year 

he dropped out. The third best debater in the United States did not graduate high school.  

The point of the story is not what happened to my brother and me in high school, 

relative to our family life. The point is that during our decline through our high school 

years, not one single adult in our high school ever asked us what was wrong. Not one. 

While there were multiple caring adults present in our school, never did any one of them 

invite us to tell our story, and never did we volunteer it. Both my brother and I were 

trapped in the private experience of our pain and therefore our public selves diminished 

to the point of being invisible (Arendt, 1958); so invisible, it turned out, that the state 
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champion debater could literally drift right out of school without anyone seemingly 

aware. 

As an adult, reflecting on the high school experience my brother and I each had, I 

think we lost a sense of ourselves, and, much like Bromberg (2006) describes, our 

individual selfs became confused and disassociated. Our original holding environment, as 

defined by Winnicott (Applegate, 1993), was destroyed when my father left, and my 

mother retreated into herself as her own defense mechanism. Therefore, the touchstone 

my brother and I used to secure our place in the world was no longer viable. As Arendt 

might argue, with the dissolution of our family system – a major component of our public 

selfs – our private selfs became untethered, and we lost our sense of ourselves. Similarly, 

school became a harrowing place. We did not trust the adults and we saw few students 

who we thought could relate to us. Because of the need to retreat into our selfs, we 

became very defensive and protective. Bromberg’s description of the psychological 

process by which a person defends himself feels eerily resonant: 

the process of dissociation itself will then, for some people more than for others, 

become a central organizing structure in mental functioning. It will ensure that 

what has already happened is unlikely ever to be repeated in the same way. But 

the price for this protection is to plunder future personality development of its 

resiliency and render it into a fiercely protected constellation of relatively 

unbridgeable self-states, each rigidly holding its own truth and its own reality 

“on call” ready to come “on stage” as needed, but immune to the potentially 

valuable input from other aspects of self (2006, p. 33). 
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Neither my brother nor I really, fully, trust anyone. We are constantly “on guard”, 

reading situations for potential inconsistencies that would signal hypocrisy or 

disingenuousness. It is an exhausting state of being and makes relating to the world an 

experience of constant questioning of self. Likewise, this links to the importance 

Nagaoka et al. (2015) place on a student’s integrated identity. A student must understand 

himself in the context of his agency, values, and purpose. The first guiding question 

Nagaoka et al. ask is Who am I and what do I value? It would seem impossible to 

understand that question without understanding the context in which he is nested, and 

how he interacts with that system. 

 Finally, a supportive adult relationship, connected to a sense of purpose, seems to 

be a primary distinguishing factor in the subsequent development for Jamie and me. 

While in college, I met a professor and theater artist who became a mentor. Erma 

Duricko demonstrated for me unconditional positive regard, and connected me to the 

world of theater which became my first profession. Through theater I found a passion for 

helping people which led me to social work and my subsequent trajectory, which has me 

poised to graduate Harvard University with a doctoral degree. Jamie cannot recall ever 

connecting with an adult in anything like a mentoring capacity. While Jamie’s life is by 

no means tragic, by his own admission he has not realized the potential that his innate 

talents and intelligence suggested for him early on.     

 The Problem - A National Perspective  

 Unfortunately, the story of my brother and I is not unique. While the above 

narrative is an intimate profile of two American high school students, student 

disengagement across the country is rampant, helping to explain why chronic 
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absenteeism has emerged as a major issue. In 2015-16, nearly 8 million students 

nationwide – some 16 percent of all those enrolled – were chronically absent (Chang, 

Bauer & Byrnes, 2018).  Evidence overwhelmingly points to chronic absenteeism as a 

predictor of dropouts (Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac Iver, 2007; DePaoli et. al., 2016), a major 

problem in the US: we graduate roughly 84% of our high school students each year, 

translating to 8 million students not graduating on time, or at all (NCES, 2019). In urban 

areas and among traditionally underserved populations the rate is much worse: urban 

areas were responsible for over half of low-graduation high schools in 2014, despite 

accounting for less than one quarter of the schools (DePaoli et. al., 2016).  

With chronic absenteeism leading to high school dropouts, the end of their school 

career certainly doesn’t end the problem for those students. Currently, 80% of the adult 

prison population in the US are high school dropouts (Smith & Stormont, 2011). 

Moreover, a slew of public health and economic hazards are associated with dropouts, 

including: higher death rate (Muenning, 2005), unemployment (Breslow, 2012), and lost 

tax revenue in excess of $45 billion per year (Balfanz et. al., 2012).  

For many of these students it is not a lack of ability that sends them out the doors 

of their schools. In fact, challenges or traumas experienced inside and outside of school, 

which students bring with them into schools, create obstacles to academic achievement. 

These traumas create the need for individuals to retreat into themselves, as Bromberg and 

Arendt discuss (2006; 1958), and the private world does not reconcile with the public 

realm, causing a disconnect in a student’s integrated identity (Nagaoka, 2015). These 

students feel invisible, and they act accordingly. Student engagement is a major problem, 

with Gallup reporting that only 30% of high school students claim feeling engaged 
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(2016), and lack of engagement often results in student absence. Says Hedy Chang, 

executive director of Attendance Works, one of the nation’s leading agencies fighting 

chronic absenteeism: “We need to be unpacking what kind of barriers are contributing to 

chronic absence.  We know that among the causes can be negative school experiences 

and lack of engagement” (Washburn, 2018, paragraph 7). 

To make the connection between student experiences and obstacles to academic 

achievement, I’ll turn to literature emerging from the world of neuroscience, where recent 

discoveries are solidifying that environment is as responsible for development as biology. 

Jack Shonkoff writes that “beginning prenatally, continuing through infancy, and 

extending into childhood and beyond, development is driven by an ongoing, inextricable 

interaction between biology (as defined by genetic predispositions) and ecology (as 

defined by the social and physical environment).” (2012, p.234) Shonkoff and colleagues 

at the Center for the Developing Child have developed an Ecobiodevelopmental 

Framework (figure 3).  They argue that a person’s development is greatly influenced by 

their environment, including the interactions we have with those around us, reinforcing 

the notion that the bi-directional arrows in the School District as Ecological System do, 

indeed, shape the individuals and the system.  

Figure 3: Ecobiodevelopmental Framework 
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Moreover, evidence is mounting that the environment actually impacts human 

development physiologically. Epigenetics is a relatively new field within neuroscience 

that investigates the molecular biological mechanisms that affect gene expression 

(Shonkoff, 2012). Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), often associated with Toxic 

Stress, result in heightened inflammation which is associated with “downstream” health 

problems like coronary disease and psychiatric disorders. Poverty is often associated with 

Toxic Stress as the conditions of poverty create the prolonged activation of a body’s 

stress response. Inflammation results in the brain due to the stress response, which 

impacts the healthy development of the brain and impairs development associated with 

Impulse Control, Self-Regulation, and Threat Detection. Inflammation then acts on 

neural circuitries to facilitate self-medicating behaviors, like smoking, drug use, and 

consumption of high fat and high-sugar diets. (Shonkoff, 2012; Nusslock & Miller, 2016) 

Toxic Stress, then, is not only associated with biological related health problems, it also 

leads to behaviors that perpetuate the stress and health problems. It becomes self-

perpetuating.  

Moreover, ACEs impact the brain in ways that can lead to behaviors that might be 

perceived as hostile in a school environment. Early adversity sensitizes the amygdala and 

heightens vigilance for and reactions to threatening stimuli. Children from low SES 

families tend to carefully monitor their environment for danger and maintain a low 

threshold for judging situations as threatening (increased fight, flight or freeze response). 

Early adversity sensitizes the immune cells that initiate and sustain inflammation, leaving 

an inflammatory residue as the brain is developing. This causes issues with the 

development of the pathways in and to the prefrontal cortex. Prefrontal cortex is 
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responsible for: incentive/risk processing, social cognition, and response inhibition, as 

well as executive functioning, impulse control and voluntary emotional regulation. 

Inflammation modulates the Prefrontal cortex structure, function, and development in a 

manner that diminishes executive control and self-regulation (Nusslock & Miller, 2016). 

All of the above can lead to students having elevated fight or flight instincts, which then 

can lead to problems in school.  

To summarize: children who live in poverty will experience a prolonged stress 

response in their brains that will continue unless something or someone intervenes. The 

experiences that children who experience Toxic Stress collect from their environments 

shape their brains and create the mechanisms through which they see the world. The 

world they see is a volatile, hostile, combative world, and that world will define who they 

will become unless we alter their trajectory. Moreover, their brains will have diminished 

capacity for executive functioning, impulse control, response inhibition, and emotion 

regulation.  

Relationships are a critical lever for mitigating the impact of stress. Shonkoff 

argues that the presence of a protective adult relationship can have a buffering effect on 

stress, and in fact, it is the absence of a supportive adult relationship that leads to a 

child’s stress response becoming toxic: “the essential characteristic that makes this form 

of stress response tolerable is the extent to which protective adult relationships facilitate 

the child’s adaptive coping and a sense of control, thereby reducing the physiologic stress 

response” (Shonkoff, 2012. p. 236). Because relationships are so critical to forming 

healthy development, it is the responsibility of the adults who work with children to form 

protective relationships with them. This is especially true for the children coming from 
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poverty and/or trauma. While the burden of this responsibility should not fall exclusively 

on educators, schools and the adults who work them are in a unique position to fill this 

role.  

Jones, Bouffard and Weissbourd (2013) describe the need to build teacher Social 

Emotional Learning (SEL) capacity and how integral it is to student success. Teacher 

SEL contributes to positive Teacher-Student Relationships (TSRs), which in turn is a 

predictor of student success, more so even than teacher education and teacher-student 

ratio (Jones et al., 2013; Mashburn et al., 2008; Raver, Garner, & Smith-Donald, 2007; 

Pianta, 2003).  

Recent studies on the use of empathy building interventions for teachers, in order 

that they might build strong TSRs, have shown dramatic effects in student outcomes. 

Jason Okonofua and team (2015) have shown how a brief intervention that encourages 

teachers to empathize with their students halved suspension rates over the course of a 

year. A team at Harvard Graduate School of Education demonstrated a reduction in the 

achievement gap by over 60% at one school by emphasizing similarities between teachers 

and students, thus improving the TSRs (Gelbach, et. al., 2016). The Autonomy and 

Supportive Intervention Program (ASIP) has helped teachers boost student motivation 

and “increase classroom opportunities for students to experience psychological need 

satisfaction and to decrease opportunities for need frustration” (Cheon and Reeve, 2015; 

p. 109). My Teaching Partner, an intervention that focuses solely on the engagement 

strategies of teachers has been shown to improve teacher-student interactions and student 

outcomes (Gregory et al., 2014). What all of these interventions have in common is that 
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they focus on the adults and help the adults to better engage and empathize with the 

students.  

The question remains: how can educators learn to focus on building relationships 

and empathizing with their students? This is where I believe an exploration of how the 

field of clinical social work trains clinicians can guide us in how educators can learn to 

empathize and build relationships with students. 

Three Components to Successful Relationship Building 

 Relationship building from a clinical social work perspective generally follows a 

process beginning with Engagement, often known as rapport building. It is essential to 

build a trusting relationship and a secure environment within which the client feels free to 

express herself, explore her thought process, identify goals, as well as barriers to 

achieving those goals. The three critical components to facilitate the helping process were 

originally identified by Carl Rogers (1957) as empathy, unconditional positive regard, 

and congruence. Conveying these components sets the facilitative conditions for a 

positive relationship to occur (Hill and Nakayama, 2000; Mason, 2009), which in turn 

becomes the mechanism through which the client experiences positive outcomes (Bohart 

and Greenburg, 1997).  

1. Empathy 

 The first critical component to building trust is the ability to convey empathy. 

Empathy, as defined by Heinz Kohut is “a fundamental mode of human relatedness, the 

recognition of the self in the other; it is the accepting, confirming and understanding 

human echo” (Kohut, 1978; p. 704-705). Human echo; in other words, the ability to 

adequately and accurately identify, and reflect back to the other, that which the other is 
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feeling. In a clinical relationship, empathy allows the client to feel seen and heard, as well 

as validated. Further, empathy is the first step towards forming a trusting relationship, or 

the therapeutic alliance. The therapeutic alliance has been discussed in much depth, quite 

comprehensively by Meissner (1996), and from a psychodynamic perspective it is the 

mechanism through which the change process takes place. 

 Empathic communication is the primary method social work clinicians utilize to 

convey that they are attending to the emotional condition of their clients (Hepworth et. 

al., 2013). It involves accurately perceiving, and then verbally identifying what the client 

is experiencing emotionally. Conveying empathy and maintaining psychological contact 

with clients has been shown to be a key factor in the success of client experiences with 

clinicians (Duehn & Proctor, 1977; Miller, 1980; Reid & Hanrahan, 1982).  

2. Unconditional Positive Regard 

Unconditional positive regard, or respect for the “dignity and worth of the person” 

as indicated in the Social Work Code of Ethics (2008), is central to the practice of a 

helping profession. In social work this means supporting a client’s right to self-

determination as well “enhancing the clients’ capacity and opportunity to change.” I 

believe teachers must, and largely do, believe in the inherent self-worth and dignity of 

their students. The means by which teachers convey this unconditional positive regard is 

through the empathic communication. However, there must be sufficient self-awareness 

on the part of the teacher to determine how effectively he or she is communicating 

positive regard and empathy. The teacher must be able to see what is going on with the 

students, but also what role he or she is playing in what is happening to the students.  
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Self-awareness is one of the core Social Emotional Competencies as defined by 

CASEL and discussed by Jennings and Greenberg (2009). Jennings and Greenberg talk 

about the Pro-Social Classroom as one in which teachers “skillfully [use] their emotional 

expressions and verbal support to promote enthusiasm and enjoyment of learning and to 

guide and manage student behaviors” (p 493). While this is not exactly the same as 

Unconditional Positive Regard, the qualities discussed are similar. A teacher with high 

Social Emotional Competence, as defined by CASEL (Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & 

Walberg, 2004), has strong self-awareness, self-management, and relationship 

management skills. These skills translate to an ability to manage oneself such that one 

can demonstrate positive regard to students.  

3. Congruence  

Within the context of the therapeutic alliance, congruence refers to the ability of 

the clinician to maintain objectivity and consistency. To adequately convey empathy is 

not to take on the emotions of the client, nor is it to react out of an individual point of 

view based on one’s own emotions. The clinician must have some ability to be objective 

while also empathically communicating to the client. This is what provides the final 

component of the helping relationship, congruence. The clinician must be objective to be 

able to notice patterns, as well as accurately and adequately reflect what the client is 

experiencing; all while maintaining consistency. This all adds up to an ability to foster 

congruence. 

Congruence within a district, however, must mean more than objectivity. Jones 

and Bouffard refer to the need for consistency of SEL approaches across the school and 

district domains (2012). Similarly, the Public Education Leadership Project (PELP) at 
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Harvard University has created a Coherence Framework (Childress, Elmore, Grossman 

and King, 2011) (Appendix I). Coherence, within the PELP framework “means that the 

elements of a school district work together in an integrated way to implement an 

integrated strategy” (p. 1). The framework is reminiscent of Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) 

framework in that the center of the framework is “nested”. In this case the instructional 

core is at the center and is being acted upon by the larger context of the district. It would 

seem that irrespective of what one chooses to put into the center of a given framework, 

there is agreement that nothing works in isolation. Students, teachers, classrooms, 

families, school leaders, political figures, policy, so on and so forth all work in 

conjunction to influence each other and are in return influenced by each other. Looping 

back to Arendt (1958), we are all a product of and contributor to our environments. Our 

private selves are shaped by our public contexts, and our public selves shape the context. 

Congruence and coherence are two sides of the same coin, and therefore educators need 

to develop their Social Emotional Competencies (SEC), relative to their contexts, to 

positively and adequately interact with the students, families, and colleagues through 

meaningful relationships.  

Coherence, Culture and Leadership as a Driver 

Coherence is critical throughout the system, with a focus on relationship building 

and a sense of purpose for the system as a whole. All concepts found in leadership 

development. Marshall Ganz defines leadership as “taking responsibility to enable others 

to achieve shared purpose under conditions of uncertainty” (Ganz & Lin, 2011, p. 354). 

Poverty and toxic stress are certainly conditions of uncertainty for the students and 

families within a district, but also teacher shortages, budget concerns, contract 
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negotiations, shifts in political leadership and myriad other contextual problems create 

conditions of uncertainty in school systems and contribute to negative student outcomes, 

including dropouts and chronic absenteeism. Leadership is needed to enable teachers, 

counselors, families, and other front-line staff to achieve the shared purpose of educating 

students and addressing their most basic needs, as well as district office staff to achieve 

shared purpose in developing programs/initiatives, supporting schools, and responding to 

crises. Bryk and associates (2010) found that of the 5 essential components to school 

success, leadership is the driver. Additionally, professional capacity, and family-school-

community ties were 2 of the other 4 essential components. Strong leadership at the 

district, school, and classroom level, through a focus on the shared purpose of 

relationship building and social emotional capacity building is a recipe for success in 

addressing chronic absenteeism and school dropouts.  

In order to build each of these aptitudes in educators (wherever they are in the 

Ecological System of the District), which would benefit not only their relationship with 

students but also their own developmental capacity, we look to the literature on adult 

development.  Within the District as Ecological System, educators must also be able to 

see themselves with some level of objectivity. This is difficult, of course. All of us have a 

degree of subjectivity with which we see the world. Robert Kegan calls this operating in 

the Socialized Mindset (2003).  

As we develop in our adulthood, we have the opportunity to move from the 

Socialized Mindset to the Self-Authoring Mindset (Kegan, 2003). The Self-Authoring 

mindset allows me to see that I am wearing a lens through which I’m viewing the world 

and creates agency within me to sift the experiences that I want. In other words, life is not 
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just happening to me, but I have agency to create the experiences, world, and person that 

I want to be.  

The task of the educator then, is to operate out of this Self-Authoring mindset. An 

educator must develop the ability to see multiple perspectives at once: Inner, Other, and 

Outer. Daniel Goleman (2013) organizes this thinking very well in his book Focus: The 

Hidden Driver of Excellence. In this book, Goleman frames a triple focus that leaders 

must adopt: Inner, Other and Outer. As an educator invests attention in his own adult 

development, he concurrently must develop for himself the ability to focus on those three 

perspectives. This ability to develop a Self-Authoring mindset, while also crafting a triple 

focus are how he might attend to his own objectivity, or congruence, and demonstrate 

positive regard for his students, peers, and supervisor, i.e. all components of the District 

as Ecological System.  

Figure 4: A Leader’s Triple Focus (Goleman, 2013) 

 

Inner- take into consideration my own 

perspective. 

Other- identify and validate the perspective 

of those around me (empathize with them). 

Outer- maintain some orientation to, and 

objective perspective of, the environment in 

which we operate i.e. the district.  

 

Goleman didn’t write his book for educators, though I have applied it to them 

above. Rather, Goleman wrote his book on leadership. He argues that leaders need to 

develop this triple focus to effectively lead for change within systems.  My belief is that 

everyone within a School District as an Ecological System has the opportunity to be a 

Outer 

Inner 

Other 
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leader. I might integrate Goleman’s Triple Focus and the School District as an 

Ecological System, to create the opportunity for everyone to:  

a) attend to their own development and Self-Authoring Mindsets (Inner)  

b) while also holding Unconditional Positive Regard for others, while building their 

skills in empathic communication (Other) 

c) and simultaneously considering how their actions impact the congruence of the 

entire system (Outer) 

This triple focus within a School District as Ecological System might look like 

Figure 4. 

Figure 4: Triple Focus within a District as an Ecological System 

   

classroom 
School building 

principals 

admins coaches 

Mesosystem 

District 

Chronosystem 

child 
teachers 

peers 

Exec Dirs Directors 

ASMT 

ISMT 

Cabinet 

Exec 
Cabinet 

Macrosystem 

State and Federal Policy 

School Board 

Outer 

Inner 

Other 



27 
 

My Theory of Action  

If I work across the different tiers of the District as an Ecological System 

paradigm to support the individuals across the tiers (i.e. teachers, principals, directors, 

families) by giving them tools to enhance their awareness of self, others and the system, 

as well as tools to build their engagement practices, 

Then the system itself will become a more supportive, engaging, intentional 

nesting environment for the students and families served. This will in turn build trust and 

safety in the system, leading to better engagement and stronger teacher-student-

relationships, creating the conditions for improved student attendance and, ultimately, 

improved student achievement. 

Strategic Project 

My strategic project is centered on working to reduce the overall rate of chronic 

absenteeism within Twin Rivers. One tangible product of this work will be a strategic 

plan for attendance improvement that I am helping to write along with Jackie White, 

Executive Director of Student Engagement, Rudy Puente, Director of Student Services, 

and an internal working group made up of principals, school leadership executive 

directors, and several district office and school-based staff. In total, the working group is 

about 14 people.  

While the attendance plan is a tangible product related to my strategic project, 

there are several components of my project that are working in tandem to inform our 

work. Primarily, I have created two, separate, research-practice partnerships at Twin 

Rivers, both with Harvard Graduate School of Education (HGSE). The first is with the 

Ecological Approaches to Social Emotional Learning Lab (EASEL Lab), with whom 
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Twin Rivers is piloting the SEL Kernels of Practice, a new approach to classroom level 

SEL. The second is with the Center for Education Research Policy’s (CEPR) Proving 

Ground initiative, which comprises a national network of district and state Local 

Education Agencies (LEAs) all working on chronic absenteeism.  

Two less concrete aspects of my plan include work on coherence within the 

district and a Family Leadership Development Campaign that I piloted in 5 schools. The 

coherence work involves my introduction of the School District as an Ecological 

System paradigm as a way to frame individuals’ behaviors as co-creators of the system of 

Twin Rivers. Finally, the Family Leadership Development Campaign is a way of 

targeting the interactions between school-level staff and the families of the students 

served.  

This multi-pronged approach was meant to “treat” multiple tiers of the District as 

an Ecological System. Kernels, can be considered a micro-level intervention that works 

to improve the interactions between teacher and student. This would be focusing on the 

bi-directional arrows between the child and the micro-system. Proving Ground is more of 

a mezzo-system intervention, in that we begin with identifying the interventions currently 

in the system, and then build upon the work already in the system. Moreover, there is a 

heavy emphasis on building the capacity of the individuals within the district. Finally, the 

Family Leadership Development Campaign would also be a mezzo-level intervention, 

but would also target the micro- and exo- systems. By focusing on the interactions 

between school-based staff and family members, we are building the capacity of both 

micro- and exo- individuals.   
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This section will tell the story of how my strategic project developed, and the 

choices that led to the formation of the project. In the Evidence and Analysis sections, I 

will discuss how I am processing the veracity of my decisions and the subsequent success 

or failures of the project.  

The What and How 

As previously mentioned, in my earliest conversations with Martinez and 

McGuire chronic absenteeism was the area of focus they presented for my strategic 

project. Probably before they even knew the structure of the residency, capstone, and 

strategic project, they knew that they needed help with chronic absenteeism and that my 

background reinforced that it would be a good fit. I lobbied for my title to include Social 

Emotional Learning (SEL), primarily because I knew that chronic absenteeism is a 

symptom of challenges students encounter in and outside of school. I wanted to be sure 

that I had the scope to address issues that might not immediately appear to be within the 

realm of chronic absenteeism. Since my job title and description had to be approved by 

the board before I was officially hired, we landed on Special Assistant for Social 

Emotional Learning and Chronic Absenteeism as my title in late March of 2018.  

One of the elements of my leadership that is consistent with my past and present 

is an entrepreneurial spirit. Developing the partnerships of my strategic project are direct 

correlates to this entrepreneurialism. While the conversation about the specifics of my 

strategic project developed within the first few months of my residency, I acted upon my 

newly minted title almost immediately upon approval of it by proposing a partnership 

with the EASEL Lab before my final semester of coursework had ended.  
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I studied with Dr. Stephanie Jones, Director of the EASEL Lab, last spring. As 

part of the coursework, I read an article that discussed how SEL Kernels of Practice 

(Jones, Bailey, Brush, & Kahn, 2018) was developed, the philosophy behind it, and the 

current stage of development (that it is ready to be tested). I wrote a reflection paper (as 

part of my assigned work for the class) and indicated in that paper that I might be in a 

position in Twin Rivers to lead or manage a pilot and would Jones be interested in that. 

She wrote an email to me the next day that she’d like to discuss it. That led to a meeting 

and a phone call with Martinez and McGuire, which then led to a face to face meeting 

during Ed.L.D. Program Launch.  

Before I formally began my residency we outlined an MOU for a two-year pilot in 

Twin Rivers – the first year of which I am managing as a part of my strategic project. The 

final MOU was agreed upon in July (Appendix II), and then developed into a two page 

“marketing” flyer I sent to principals and teachers to invite participation (Appendix III). 

As indicated in the MOU, year one of the pilot consists of roughly 70 teachers: 

a) Receiving 4 hours of training from the Kernels team on site in Twin Rivers. 

b) Piloting roughly 40 Kernels throughout the year. 

c) Participating in 4 Focus Groups throughout the year to provide feedback for the 

development team. 

d) Completing weekly surveys of the progress of their integration of Kernels into 

lessons. 

The focus of year 1 is to test the Kernels in classrooms and provide feedback to the 

EASEL Lab so that they can further shape the Kernels. Year 2 of the partnership will be a 

randomized-controlled trial (RCT) evaluation of the efficacy of Kernels relative to 
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student outcomes. I’ll discuss further the specifics of the pilot year and how it has 

developed later in this section and the Analysis.  

I began, officially, on June 1 and spent the first month trying to understand the 

context of the district, both from a system level and individually. Upon entering the 

district I sensed a very strong positive energy within most of the meetings I attended. I 

noticed that many people within the district office use the same language to describe 

problems, a language I came to understand is the responsibility of a focus on teaming and 

leadership development that Martinez, McGuire and the executive cabinet have been 

working on for many years. For the past several years district leadership has read at least 

one book per year on teaming, leadership, and culture. Patrick Lencioni’s books The Five 

Dysfunctions of a Team (2002) and The Ideal Team Player (2016) have both contributed 

to the lexicon in the district, as has Leadership and Self-Deception (Arbinger Institute, 

2011). Additionally, the Waters Foundation and their Systems Thinking framework 

(https://www.watersfoundation.org/) have provided a comprehensive way of thinking of 

how individuals contribute to the system of Twin Rivers.  

Probably most encouraging about all of this is how well correlated this work is to 

the coursework in which I engaged at Harvard. The Ladder of Inference, for example, is a 

tool that was discussed at great length at HGSE, and is an integral component of Systems 

Thinking (Senge, 1990). The Ladder helps illuminate the internal mental process people 

go through of taking in data, interpreting that data against a person’s own experience, 

making inferences based on that correlation, and then determining behaviors based on 

those inferences. All of the books and tools utilized over the past several years in Twin 

Rivers have created a very strong foundation of teaming, problem identification, and 

https://www.watersfoundation.org/
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thinking from a system’s perspective that had me very encouraged about the potential for 

moving initiatives through the system.  

Also upon entering, it became very clear that the district is entering a period of 

transition. The organizational chart that was in existence when I entered on June 1 

(Appendix IV), is not the organizational chart that is presently in existence (Appendix V). 

A major shift in operations was put into motion in late spring of 2018 and realized as of 

July 1, 2018. While the reorganization was planned, there were also some key personnel 

that moved on from the organization to take leadership roles in different districts that 

exacerbated the state of flux. Notably for me, Sara Noguchi the Associate Superintendent 

of Innovation, Research and Design, with whom I had planned to work quite closely, 

announced her move to become Superintendent of Modesto City Schools the day before I 

started at Twin Rivers. Also, Craig Murray, the Executive Director of Student 

Engagement, with whom I was also to work quite closely as Student Services, 

Attendance and Family Engagement all sit under him, announced that he would be taking 

the job of Assistant Superintendent at Elk Grove Unified School District about a week 

after I joined. Moreover, the Associate Superintendent of School Leadership, Lori Grace, 

became the new Associate Superintendent of Educational Services and the position of 

Associate Superintendent for School Leadership sat vacant for almost the entire summer; 

it was filled in early August, but Kristen Coates did not begin in her new role until the 

final week of August.  

All in all, 4 Executive Directors and 3 Director Positions across Instructional 

Services are staffed by new people. 3 of them are new roles that didn’t exist under the old 

structure and 2 of the old roles have a new reporting structure. While I spent the months 
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of June and July trying to gather information that I hoped to assist me in my newly 

created position, 7 members of the senior leadership team were doing the same. Cabinet 

is made up of 16 members, including me, 7 of whom are in new positions. From my 

understanding, this level of flux is unprecedented in this district, save from 10 years ago 

when it was formed.   

In sum, while significant forward progress has been made since Martinez took the 

helm of Twin Rivers, my entry into the district was at a time of extreme flux and one in 

which the preceding work on team building and coherence would likely require a 

reinvestment from district leadership  

In my first month, I conducted about 50 one-on-one meetings with principals, 

community members and service providers, and district office staff. I asked each person 

what came to mind when I stated my title: Special Assistant for Social Emotional 

Learning and Chronic Absenteeism. In other words, given my title, where should I start? 

I took copious notes and tried to synthesize the notes each day and at the end of each 

week. What emerged as themes, or potential levers to be manipulated around the problem 

of Chronic Absenteeism, were three topics: 

1. A lack of supports for teachers and school-based staff to address the social 

emotional needs of students. 

2. A lack of consistent parent (family) engagement. 

3. A lack of coherence around systems of supports for school-based staff. 

I interpreted this data as follows: 

1. SEL Supports- Of course, it stands to reason that because my title contains SEL 

people would veer in the direction of SEL when asked what could/should be done 
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around Chronic Absenteeism. However, as I pushed a bit on this concept it became 

clear that many students within the district are dealing with high levels of stress 

relative to poverty, family structure, and mental health needs that the school based-

staff feel unprepared to address. I heard the term “generational poverty” many times 

in my interviews, even dating back to December 2017 when I first visited the district. 

This information led to the research I compiled in the RKA, and also affirmed my 

choice to include SEL in my purview and the partnership with the EASEL Lab.  

2. Family Engagement- When I brought up Family Engagement as a contributing factor 

for chronic absence, most of the principals I interviewed expressed a clear lack of 

parent involvement in their schools. Almost uniformly, the principals I interviewed 

expressed that there were a small cadre of parents that attended coffee and 

conversations, but that there was very little in the way of engagement strategies for 

families save the traditional Back to School Nights and Parent-Teacher Conferences. 

A few mentioned strong community service providers in the way of after-school 

services, but otherwise little in the way of partnerships. 

3. Coherence- This was mentioned mostly relative to the multiple different programs 

being provided to support students: MTSS, PBIS, CHAMPS, BCII, and some others 

that were rolled out at individual sites. All in all, the folks with whom I met perceived 

a strong effort from the district to provide resources, but that the number of different 

initiatives left folks with a lack of clarity on what was the priority.  

Also, it was unclear for many of the folks with whom I spoke what the individual 

responsibility was relative to the different initiatives. In other words, PBIS is a 

school-level initiative so some principals did not have expectations for their teachers 
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to do much with this. CHAMPS is a classroom-level initiative, so that would be 

where the teachers focus the most of their time. It did not seem that these two 

initiatives were necessarily integrated. Moreover, MTSS was often talked about as a 

separate initiative, rather than the umbrella under which the different school level 

programs fell. 

Finally, the team building and coherence work that had many folks at the district 

office speaking the same language did not seem to have cascaded fully to the school 

level. While some of the principals did use some of the lingo associated with Systems 

Thinking (Mental Models and Ladder of Inference), they didn’t seem to integrate it 

into their work with the staff. Relative to Chronic Absenteeism, this observation left 

me wondering if a lack of a sense of belonging or sense of cohesion within the 

school-based staff might be contributing to a lack of relationship building within the 

school sites and towards students and families. 

As of August I had a fairly clear picture of a multi-pronged plan that would move 

me towards developing the strategic plan for addressing chronic absenteeism and that 

incorporated the information I gathered over the summer. The plan included:  

1. The SEL Kernels of Practice Pilot including 2 schools and 70 teachers 

2. The Partnership with Proving Ground, district-wide 

3. A Family Leadership Development Campaign Pilot at 5 schools  

4. Coherence for SEL, culture, and climate 

 

Kernels 

 The EASEL Lab “explores the effects of high-quality social-emotional 

interventions on the development and achievement of children, youth, teachers, parents, 
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and communities” (EASEL Lab, 2019, paragraph 1). As a result of many of years of 

work examining the top 25 SEL programs currently being implemented in the USA 

(Jones S.M., et al., 2017), they have developed the SEL Kernels of Practice. Kernels are 

designed to be low cost, flexible strategies that pull out and highlight the essential “active 

ingredients” from the most effective SEL curricula (Jones, et al, 2018). 

 I outlined the parameters of this year’s work earlier in this section. Since the 

MOU had been approved in the spring, my work was largely on integrating the pilot into 

the district. I elicited the opinions of many different people at the district office as to what 

would be the best design of the pilot. I also asked several principals about their level of 

interest in supporting this pilot, as well as sent out a “marketing” one-pager at the 

beginning of the school year. Based on all of the above, and with the input from the 

EASEL Lab staff, I decided that working with an entire school staff would be better than 

individual teachers. I targeted two elementary schools and joined a staff meeting at each 

school to describe Kernels and elicit buy-in. The respective teaching staffs expressed 

enthusiasm and we decided to move forward with the plan of training the entire teaching 

staff at each school. Additionally, to diversify the pool of teachers we also invited 

roughly 20 special education teachers from across the district to join the pilot, giving us 

roughly 70 teachers in total as participants. A timeline for the year’s activities can be 

found in Appendix VI.   

Additionally, Jones and her team identified a grant with the Institute of Education 

Sciences that could potentially fund a continued research-practice partnership. I 

facilitated the EASEL Lab and Twin Rivers co-writing a proposal for that grant naming 

Jones and me as co-Principal Investigators to further support the development of Kernels 



37 
 

at Twin Rivers. This grant will ensure sustainability of the Kernels initiative here at Twin 

Rivers and will help support the strategic plan. To date we have not received word on 

whether we will be funded or not, but Dr. Jones is also exploring other options for 

funding sources to ensure sustainability.  

Proving Ground 

Twin Rivers has partnered with Proving Ground on a three-year contract to 

address chronic absenteeism. Proving Ground is a department within CEPR, and its 

mission is “to make evidence-gathering and evidence-use an intuitive part of how 

education agencies conduct their daily work” (Center for Education Policy Research, 

2019, paragraph 1). They utilize a continuous improvement framework to help education 

agencies (district in our case) learn to utilize data and evidence in a fast, efficient manner, 

ultimately to better serve their students and families. Proving Ground (PG) chooses a 

problem to focus on and then brings different education agencies together to form a 

network within which to learn and share solutions and strategies. The current network 

working on chronic absenteeism has 8 partners, most of which are in year two, working 

within their respective contexts to address chronic absenteeism. The three year 

partnership roughly consists of:  

 Year 1- a getting-to-know-you year in which PG analysts review historical data 

while also collecting anecdotal data at the partner sites. PG produces a report in 

which they identify trends in the data, orient the district against the other partner 

sites and national landscape. A root cause analysis is conducted and then 

strategies are “matched” to the root causes. The district and PG agree upon a few 
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strategies to implement and “test”, and the implementation plan begins to be 

created. 

 Year 2- The district implements the strategies and PG evaluates the treatment. At 

the end of a 10-week cycle, the district and PG determine if the strategy is 

working effectively to treat the problem, tweaks are made, and the 

implementation continues or does not based on the evidence. This cycle repeats 

about 3 times throughout the year so that the district identifies several strategies 

that are working to address the root problem, thus reducing chronic absenteeism. 

 Year 3- PG pulls back significantly and the district repeats year 2 largely on their 

own. Essentially year three focuses on the sustainability of the strategies to impact 

chronic absenteeism, but also the district’s ability to replicate the PG process so 

that they can apply the process to other problems as they arise. 

I introduced Proving Ground (PG) to Twin Rivers. While on campus I had 

worked as a research fellow at PG on developing partnerships, and when I got to Twin 

Rivers I re-connected with PG to see if there was a potential partnership. I set up several 

calls with PG and executive cabinet, helped solidify the decision to partner with them, 

and am now leading the initiative and partnership in Twin Rivers.  

Family Leadership Development Campaign 

Because attendance, and chronic absence, have been linked to family engagement 

(Sheldon, 2007), I endeavored to lead the development and implementation of a Family 

Leadership Development Campaign at 5 schools (4 elementary and 1 middle) during the 

2018-19 school year in the What I Need (WIN) Academies at each school (internally 
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referred to as FACE at WIN). The WIN Academies are Saturday schools designed for 

attendance recovery.  

I worked directly with the 5 principals, the Director of Student Services, Puente, 

and the Coordinator of Family and Community Engagement (FACE), Yolanda 

Falkenberg, on the campaign. We designed the initiative to follow a community 

organizing strategy, developing leadership through relationships (Ganz, 2010), coupled 

with the Dual Capacity Building Framework (Mapp and Kutner, 2013), to build a 

Family-School Partnership, utilizing the WIN Academies as the primary focus of the 

engagement. We planned to offer adult programming to parents and family members, led 

primarily by the identified family leaders of each school.  

The process was meant to be that the 5 principals identify 3 parent or family 

members of current students with demonstrated leadership capacity by conducting one-

on-one meetings with family and community members; convene a leadership team of 

staff and family leaders to plan the initial WIN Academy to be held on Sept 29th; and 

Puente, Yolanda, and I would act as coaches for the principals to help them troubleshoot, 

plan and lead in the campaign.  

The idea grew directly out of the one-on-one meetings I had in June, and the 

principals we invited to participate were principals that expressed a desire to build 

stronger family engagement at their sites. We met several time in July and August, and 

each principal had a plan for facilitating their back-to-school nights differently than they 

had in the past, leading with Public Narrative. While the initiative had strong momentum 

coming out of the summer it did not gain traction after the first month of the school year 

for reasons I’ll discuss in the Analysis section.   
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Coherence 

I had opportunity in August to introduce my theory of action and ideas around 

congruence and coherence to the district leadership team, roughly 170 leaders within 

Twin Rivers (principals, vice principals, directors, executive directors, as well as the 

executive cabinet). As a result of conversations within executive cabinet about coherence 

relative to the newest book being introduced to the district, Culture Code (Coyle, 2018), I 

was asked to prepare a PowerPoint presentation outlining my thinking. I used 

Bronfenbrenner as a way to think about the district and introduced the School District as 

an Ecological System paradigm. I went on to illustrate how Culture Code was a 

prescription for thinking about our own actions, and how those actions literally create the 

system of Twin Rivers. Moreover, I integrated the major themes of Culture Code with the 

other books that had been read and Systems Thinking. A copy of one of the slides I 

created is found in Figure 5, 

Figure 5: Coherence in Twin Rivers 
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Building upon the presentation I made to executive cabinet, the executive 

directors and I put together a PowerPoint that introduced the School District as 

Ecological System paradigm, and we utilized it to discuss coherence within the district. 

We created concrete strategies for how to intentionally attend to oneself and one’s actions 

in interpersonal interactions, building from Culture Code and The Five Dysfunctions of a 

Team. We linked Bronfenbrenner and the School District as Ecological System to The 

Five Dysfunctions of a Team, bringing particular attention to how interactions can 

actually create the system in which people operate. We then created a new diagram, 

Figure 6, depicting an individuals’ actions as the building blocks of the system.  

Figure 5: Leadership Kickoff Diagram

 

Moreover, we broke the whole paradigm down into simple, intentional actions everyone 

in the room could take to develop trust through building safety, and we asked each 
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member to commit to intentionally focusing on two actions to develop trust with their 

staff. The handout for the commitments is found in Appendix VII.  

 I was the lead facilitator for the training, even though many of the folks in the 

room hadn’t met me yet or really knew who I was. I took the opportunity to introduce 

myself as the Special Assistant for SEL and Chronic Absenteeism, and I also took a risk. 

In my introduction I told the story of my and my brother’s high school experience. It was 

a decision that I made intentionally. As Marshall Ganz (2011) points out, Public 

Narrative can be a very powerful tool for a leader. Public Narrative is a mechanism for a 

leader to communicate his/her values through storytelling in the first person. Ganz 

emphasizes the power of narrative that draws upon early experience, a story of challenge, 

choice, and outcome from a formidable time in a person’s life – a time in which the 

experience being talked about formed for the leader some basic values that continue to 

drive behavior. I felt it was important that I share why SEL and chronic absenteeism 

matter to me. Moreover, as I was promoting the importance of vulnerability in leadership, 

as outlined in Culture Code, I felt it important to model the action of demonstrating 

vulnerability.  

The presentation, the commitments around Culture Code and The Five 

Dysfunctions of a Team, and to some degree the above diagram, became the basis for a 

discussion of culture, trust, personal responsibility and leadership that has spanned the 

school year.  

One of my responsibilities on cabinet is to plan, along with six other cabinet 

members, joint leadership meetings throughout the year. Broadly speaking, the district is 

split between Administrative Services and Instructional Services. Administrative Services 
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Leadership Team (ASLT) and Instructional Services Leadership Team (ISLT) meet four 

times during the year to discuss how their respective work intersects and how they can 

best support one another. The Culture Code Commitments and the School District as an 

Ecological System paradigm have become the cornerstone of those meetings. Our 

planning team has built the meetings around individual practices to develop trust through 

building safety. Increasing trust throughout the district is a priority of Executive Cabinet. 

Culture Code, The 5 Dysfunctions of a Team, Systems Thinking, and the School District 

as an Ecological System are the tools being utilized to accomplish this goal. 

So beginning in August, I introduced my theory of action to the district and the 

importance of focusing on relationship building. I am very fortunate in that the emphasis 

on personal accountability and a focus on teambuilding and relationship building had 

already begun in the district. I was able to build upon that foundation, introduce 

Bronfenbrenner as a new organizing structure, and frame my ongoing work at the 

individual level to focus on relationship building against the backdrop of the work at the 

systems level.  

Evidence to Date 

 An incredible amount of work has happened in a relatively short period of time in 

Twin Rivers. According to McGuire, integrating two large initiatives into a system as big 

as Twin Rivers in the span of less than 10 months is a big deal. McGuire and I meet about 

every two weeks to discuss the work, my development as a systems-level leader, and how 

he can support me. He indicated that getting a large contract such as Proving Ground 

approved in just a few months is pretty rare. It speaks to the level of need, the timing of 

the initiative, as well as the power of the Harvard name. 
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 Approving the contract was really the easy part though. I’ll speak more about the 

challenges in the Analysis section, but to McGuire’s point, kicking off a district-wide 

campaign around attendance was a huge burden. Almost immediately we encountered 

push-back. In September, once the contract with PG was approved, I proposed to the 

executive directors a meeting with the principals to discuss the plan to create a system-

wide campaign to address chronic absenteeism; it was not met with a great amount of 

enthusiasm. One of the statements from that interaction was that all the principals had 

already written their goals for the year, none of which included attendance. It was 

suggested that we should have introduced it in July when the goals were being written.  

 Nevertheless, we did meet with the principals in September to introduce an 

initiative to address chronic absenteeism. Since September an internal Attendance 

Planning Team has been formed, led by White, Puente, and myself. The charter for the 

group is Appendix VIII. We have about 14 members split between school-based staff and 

district office staff, and our task is to complete the strategic plan for attendance 

improvement.  

Since September, the internal planning team has been meeting and collecting data. 

We had a meeting in December with all the principals from the district in which we asked 

the principals to identify strategies they have been employing to address chronic 

absenteeism, and then in January we met with all the principals of the district again, this 

time with their attendance leads to further identify strategies. We shared this data with 

PG and they included our data collection into their report to us and our Canvas page. 

Also since September, we’ve had three visits with Proving Ground, 2 on-site here in 

Twin Rivers and one at the PG National Convening: 
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1. Site Visit One included 10 school site focus groups, two district office focus 

groups, 4 individual interviews, and a presentation to executive cabinet giving 

and overview of the work. Agenda for this visit is Appendix IX. 

2. Site Visit Two included two “Deep Dive” conversations with a total of 22 high 

school students, one Deep Dive conversation with parents of Kindergarten 

students, and a total of 4 root cause analysis discussions with both site-based and 

district office staff. Agenda for this visit is Appendix X.  

3. Proving Ground Network Convening saw White, Puente, Coates, and I all travel 

to Savannah, GA the first week of March to attend what amounted to a 

conference with all the PG Partners. At this event we boiled down all the data 

collected to date to begin developing interventions that PG will help design, 

prototype, and evaluate as pilots next school year.  

Essentially, we have two concurrent groups working on attendance: Proving 

Ground, including their analysts and network partners; and our internal attendance 

planning team, defined in the Attendance Team Charter, Appendix VIII. 

All of this has led to is a tremendous momentum within the district towards 

addressing chronic absenteeism. As an affirmation to the momentum our work received 

personal kudos from Cecilia Long, Deputy Director of Attendance Works. She and I were 

speaking on the phone one day and I was describing our work. After I mentioned that we 

had a meeting with all 53 principals of the district and their respective attendance leads 

Cecilia interrupted me. She told me that in her work as a national consultant it is 

extremely rare that a district will hold a meeting of all principals and attendance leads. 
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She offered kudos simply for making that meeting happen as it can go a long way to 

reinforcing the importance the district is assigning to addressing chronic absence. 

Moreover, the two concurrent groups are moving in lock step towards the 

development of our strategic plan for addressing chronic absenteeism, the targeted, 

tangible product of my strategic project. After the PG Convening, we have three targeted 

interventions that we are currently developing:  

1. A postcard writing campaign for Kindergarten. This is one of the most 

successful interventions that the PG Network has identified. It was 

recommended by Proving Ground that every partner start rolling this out 

without further pilots, and we expect to begin this intervention at the start of 

next school year. 

2. Relationship Building in the High Schools- while no Network Partner has 

developed an intervention focused on teacher-student-relationships (TSRs), 

two national studies that PG identified suggest that a focus on TSRs can 

dramatically impact attendance at the high school level. After a few 

discussions at the district office since the Convening, we have been 

encouraged to pursue this as a pilot intervention next year. 

3. Expanding the intentionality of the 8th Grade Activities Directors- This will 

target student motivation and engagement. This is the least developed idea, 

but it grows directly out of the deep dive discussions with students and root 

cause analysis led by PG during Site Visit # 2. 



47 
 

While the actual writing of a strategic plan has not begun, the attendance charter, 

the two concurrent groups, and the identification of tangible strategies and pilots is a 

great foundation for the writing to occur before the end of the school year. 

There is evidence to suggest that the Attendance Campaign is having an effect 

this year. During the months of September-December, attendance in the district was 

lower than the previous year on a month-to-month comparison. In January, the first 

month after Proving Ground’s site visit #1, and the month in which we held the principal 

and attendance lead meeting, attendance improved district-wide for the first time all year. 

Appendix XI shows the spreadsheet with the data. Though the month of February showed 

a slight dip again, the trend for the second half of the year so far is better than last year’s 

trend.   

Additionally, after the most recent principal meeting White, Puente, and I 

received an email from one of the executive directors. The upshot was that the principals 

had several questions about chronic absenteeism they wanted answered. Some of the 

questions were: “at what point can we remove a chronically absent student from our 

roster?”; “what if we have done all we can to address a chronically absent student and he 

still doesn’t come to school, can we drop him from our roster?”; “what follow-ups are 

there to a student or family not following through on the SART recommendations?”. My 

interpretation of this email is that principals are getting the message that they will, 

indeed, be held accountable for chronic absenteeism in their schools and they are getting 

uncomfortable. I find this email encouraging; it has been my experience that people will 

not change as long as they can tolerate the status quo. Once the status quo becomes too 

uncomfortable, change happens.  
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This is reinforced by Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky (2009) in their theory of the 

Illusion of the Broken System (p. 17). They postulate that a person who highlights how a 

system is not working will not be popular. People working within a system have gotten 

used to the system working as it does, they do not necessarily want to try something new 

where the outcomes are unknown and unpredictable, and they will experience some loss 

associated with a change in the system. The job of the leader in that situation is to find 

the “productive zone of disequilibrium” (p. 30) and maintain a space within which the 

members feel safe, supported, and trusted. I am hopeful that the email indicates that 

principals are uncomfortable with the new status quo and that they are ready to be 

supported through a change in how Twin Rivers addresses chronic absenteeism. 

Relative to Kernels, there is also exciting evidence suggesting things are going 

well. A review of the transcripts from the first focus group in December, revealed that all 

the teachers are employing Kernels in one fashion or another. There is not one report of 

any teacher simply not using them. Having introduced initiatives into schools in the past, 

I have not had the experience of 100% participation before. To me, this indicates that the 

Kernels are, in fact, easy to use, flexible, and requiring of little training.  

Moreover, digging a little deeper into the transcripts, teachers are seeing very 

tangible results. One teacher reports that her 6th grade class will sometimes come in from 

recess and ask to have a community circle (a Kernel) to address something that happened 

on the playground. Another teacher says that her students won’t leave at the end of the 

day if they haven’t played Zip-Zap-Zop (another Kernel). These are both encouraging in 

that the students’ needs are being addressed, and moreover, the students are asking for 

what they need. This suggests to me that the Kernels are having the desired effect of 
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building strong Teacher-Student Relationships in the classroom communities, and a 

positive climate is being created.  

More concretely, the elementary school with the greatest challenges in the area of 

student discipline has seen strong improvement with suspensions: school-wide the 

suspension rate has dropped by over 50% since last year. As reported on the district 

discipline data dashboard, Hagginwood Elementary School led the district last year in the 

category of “referrals to principal” with over 380 for the school year. This year, to date, 

they have just 65 referrals to principal for the year. They are on target to reduce that 

specific metric by 75%. This is only correlational and cannot be attributed to Kernels, but 

it does indicate that the culture of the school has changed dramatically and Kernels 

certainly can be a contributor to that. According the principal, they have noticed that 

some discipline problems occur right after recess so she and the teachers have decided 

that school-wide they will all do a Kernel immediately upon returning from recess in an 

effort to further curtail discipline issues. The data will come back soon enough, but 

anecdotally this initiative indicates the buy-in that has been created for Kernels as a 

successful classroom intervention.  

Logistically speaking, we have followed the original plan for the pilot year almost 

exactly. The EASEL Lab team have indicated that they are working to prepare the design 

for the RCT planned in the fall, and there is no reason to think that plan will have to be 

altered. Additionally, Stephanie and I met with Dave Gordon the Superintendent for the 

Sacramento County Office of Education (SCOE), and he would like to partner with the 

EASEL Lab next year on an RCT with at least two more of his districts. We have one 

already signed on, and we think we will get at least one more before the end of the school 
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year. While expanding the Kernels pilot was not an explicit goal of this year, it is an 

indication of the strength of the design, and the fit with the California Multi-Tiered 

System of Support (MTSS) model that there is interest outside of Twin Rivers.  

Analysis 

Broadly speaking, the strategic project has gone well. The two research-practice 

partnerships I am managing are both progressing on schedule and according to plan, as 

detailed above. One of the most promising aspects of the attendance campaign is that 

almost all of the 53 principals have had at least some voice in contributing to the 

campaign, as have almost all of the district attendance leads. There is a tangible 

momentum around attendance and chronic absenteeism that is building in the district. 

Similarly, the Kernels project is right on schedule. We are steadily moving towards the 

team having all the information necessary to conduct their RCT of Kernels here next 

year.  

Similarly, I am proud of the fact that the District as Ecological System paradigm 

continues to be utilized. Coherence was something that continued to come up as an 

obstacle in my one-on-one interactions, and to have created something, introduced it, and 

have it continue to be utilized as an organizing structure is encouraging.  

My biggest failure of the year is the Family Leadership Development Campaign. 

We began strongly, and had great buy-in from the principals; all of them altered their 

plan for Back to School Night in some way based on our collective work. They 

demonstrated their vulnerability, communicated their values, and asked for parents to 

partner with them in serving the students. However, as the school year began our work 

largely fell by the wayside and never gained traction.  
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I was disappointed by this, but not too surprised. I knew that I was taking on a 

tremendous amount with a four-pronged strategic project including trying to launch three 

brand new initiatives into the system, and I wasn’t sure that I would be able to see all of 

them to fruition. Also, the sheer amount of flux the system was experiencing made 

starting new initiatives difficult. That said, there was a lot of good work that went into the 

planning and development of the Family Leadership Development campaign, which I 

think can still be leveraged for the future. As has been noted, family engagement is a 

huge lever for change with chronic absenteeism and attendance, and I would like to see 

that be a strong focus in Twin Rivers moving forward.  

The above is one example of a failing of mine, but one that is attributable to 

factors both in and outside my control. To recap the year and dive a little deeper into my 

own leadership, as well as what went well and what didn’t relative to my strategic 

project, I will utilize Goleman’s Triple Focus as a framework to examining what 

happened (2013). I will review the context of Twin Rivers and discuss some obstacles 

impacting the district as a whole, as well as how that contributed to the overall culture in 

which all the individuals operated during this school year (Outer). I will examine some of 

my peers’ focus and offer some ideas as to how they contributed or not to the project 

(Other). Finally, I will look at my own internal focus (Inner), and what contributed to a 

strong focus on my project and what undermined that focus.  

Twin Rivers serves a fairly diverse population, but many families in the district 

are considered low Socio-Economic Status (SES). The community of McClellan Park 

(where the district office is found) has a median income of only $17,700 and a poverty 

rate of almost 62% (Data USA, 2018). While McClellan Park is an outlier, over 85% of 
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the students in the district qualify for free or reduced school lunch. As was discussed in 

the RKA, students living in poverty are at a greater risk of Toxic Stress and Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) than their affluent or middle-income counterparts 

(Shonkoff, 2012; Nusslock & Miller, 2016). While a study has not been done on the 

students of Twin Rivers specifically, generalizing from these studies it stands to reason 

that some of the Twin Rivers students have experienced Toxic Stress and ACEs, and this 

leads them to be under-prepared for some of the rigors of school. Furthermore, it causes 

them to react vehemently to perceived slights and potentially behave in a hostile or 

aggressive manner towards the adult educators. This creates tension in the schools and 

may result in teachers feeling unprepared to deal with student behaviors. Much of the 

above is what led the district to convene a Safety Task Force in 2017-18, one of the 

primary recommendations of that Task Force being the creation of “district-wide 

expectations for Social Emotional Learning regarding implementation of strategies” 

(TRUSD Safety Task Force, 2018).  

The Outer Focus of the district is that the students and families being served in 

Twin Rivers have needs that, as of June 1, 2018, were not being met. The teachers 

recognized this, as did the Safety Task Force. The district also recognized that more 

needed to be provided for school staff. CHAMPS, a classroom management strategy 

developed by Safe and Civil Schools (Safe and Civil Schools, 2019), was mandated for 

every K-8 teacher and administrator at the start of the 2019 school year. Also, the 

discipline matrix for the district was amended, as per the Safety Task Force. In sum, there 

is a movement in the district towards more of an ecological approach to meeting the 

needs of the students of families. Taken together with the culture work that has been 
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going on in the district (The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, Culture Code, and Systems 

Thinking) the district was primed for initiatives like SEL Kernels of Practice and the 

attendance campaign, including the Proving Ground partnership. The collective energy of 

all the work felt like an acceleration towards integration of SEL and academics.  

In early September a major impediment to the acceleration was discovered. 

District enrollment this year is down by roughly 450 students. This was not projected and 

came as a big surprise to executive cabinet and cabinet. As new projections were 

calculated, it became apparent that enrollment across the state was down and Twin Rivers 

would likely experience a decline in enrollment for at least another year as well, 2019-

2020. This had the effect of pushing the brakes on the forward progress. Budget 

calculations predict roughly a $10 million deficit for 2018-2020, with no clear end in 

sight for the decline in enrollment and budget decreases as a consequence.  

The flux of the re-organization, coupled with the budget concerns and realization 

that cuts would have to be made to reconcile the deficit created a stressful environment 

for district employees. As Jones, Bouffard, & Weissbourd point out, educators’ ability to 

manage stress and conflict are critical for successful classroom management, relationship 

building, and integration of SEL skill building in classrooms (2013). Therefore, the 

changes in the district as a whole (Outer) contributed to individuals within the district 

feeling unsteady and stressed (Other).  

Meanwhile, my entry into the district was not exactly what I had planned for and 

contributed to some strong feelings of unease in me (Inner).  Our plan had been that Jill, 

my wife, would travel to California ahead of me, with our two boys, to set up operations 

so speak while I finished the various tasks associated with the end of year 2. Jill and the 
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boys would take off from Boston on May 3rd and spend the month in Chico, CA with 

Jill’s dad. I would then drive across the country, accompanied for most of the trip by my 

brother. This plan had it all: family time; time for goodbyes; and a long road trip to 

process the mental and emotional transition of a 3,000 mile move.  

On Monday, April 30th Jill caught the toe of her sandal on an uneven patch of 

sidewalk and fell. She was holding Charlie, our 3 year-old, and in an effort to protect him 

she did nothing to break her own fall. The full force of her body, and Charlie’s, landed on 

her shoulder, resulting in a broken humerus bone and separated shoulder. She was taken 

to Cambridge hospital where the next day she underwent emergency surgery. A plate and 

13 screws were inserted into her arm and shoulder and she was told she needed to keep it 

immobile for 2 months; no driving, no picking up the kids, and no travel. She was 

released from the hospital on Thursday, May 3rd, the day she was meant to fly to 

California. 

Needless to say, our well thought out transition plan was moot. Jill’s sister flew to 

us to help watch the kids and care for Jill while I finished my exams and went through 

Program Launch. She then flew with Jill to California on the day the movers came to take 

our stuff. I managed the move, while also watching the kids, then flew with the kids to 

California. We all lived with Jill’s dad for the month of May, but it was not the carefree 

month Jill had expected. She was in constant pain and had to sleep on a recliner. We 

spent most of the month managing her care, coordinating insurance, and planning for a 

summer in which she could not work or even be alone with the kids for any length of 

time. Meanwhile, my residency start date seemed now to be an impending deadline rather 

than the beginning of an exciting new chapter. On the day I started, June 1, we were still 
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living with Jill’s dad in Chico, CA, 90 miles from Twin Rivers. I commuted the first day 

with no foreseeable change in sight.  

While we did find a house the next day and I moved in the following week, my 

personal state of affairs for that first month of residency was extremely unstable and 

much more volatile than I had planned for or desired. While not nearly the level of 

volatility that creates toxic stress, my ecology was impacting my development, so to 

speak. I was being acted upon by my environment, and it had a deleterious effect on my 

functioning. All of these things provided a distraction and made that inner circle in 

Goleman’s diagram swell beyond its appropriate size. 

So while I was feeling untethered as a new employee with a family support 

system not fully functioning, the district as a whole and the department with whom I 

would be working was also in complete flux; one could assume that some similar 

psychological restructuring was happening within the inner circles of all the individuals 

mentioned above (Other). While I wasn’t completely tuned in to the massive physical and 

psychological restructuring that was occurring all around me, it undoubtedly had an 

impact on the focus of each of the individuals involved, and therefore on the system as a 

whole. The other and outer circles were in a state of flux, not just my inner circle. 

However, because of my own focus being so great, I don’t think I fully acknowledged the 

state of flux within the other two circles until autumn.  

One potential reason for this is a difference I perceived between me and the other 

individuals being influenced. The difference for me within all of the upheaval, as 

opposed to the other individuals within the district who were experiencing the change, is 

that I was on a 10-month contract; I was a resident. I didn’t really fit into the system in a 
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way that the other staff members did. So when they did enter the system, they invested 

time in each other and in building a team. When Kristen Coates, Associate 

Superintendent of School Leadership, did arrive in late August, she had a one-day off site 

retreat with her direct reports to build rapport, a sense of teamwork, and set some goals. 

When Lori Grace moved over to her new home within Education Services she began 

having one-on-ones with each of her direct reports. They got to know her, set goals, and 

built rapport. There was community building happening around me that did not include 

me at the same level. When the new org charts were published in late July, I was not on 

them. In retrospect, I think all of this makes sense relative to the Ed.L.D. Residency. As 

the other new individuals were finding their place and crafting a vision for themselves in 

Twin Rivers on a continuum, I was working on a 10-month timeline. I did not have a 

team around me and did not, during those summer months, feel like I was part of a team 

within Twin Rivers. 

What all of this led to, I think, is that I didn’t build very strong relationships with 

many of the people in the district office, including the executive directors. I spent the 

month of June mostly out of the office meeting with principals and community members. 

In July, many people were off on vacation, and I began the work on the Family 

Leadership Development Campaign. I met regularly with the 5 principals involved, as 

well as Puente, but I did not have regular meetings with many other folks. In August the 

district began preparing for the start of school and many district office staff fell into their 

routines of preparing, or focused on building a team with the immediate individuals 

around them. My presentation at the Leadership Kickoff meeting was, in some respects, 
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my introduction to the district, and I wonder if some people were wondering who I was 

and why I was leading the meeting.  

There are two conversations that come to mind in particular with the three 

executive directors. The first conversation happened late in the day on a Monday in early 

September, on the eve of a principal meeting in which the executive directors would 

introduce a renewed focus on attendance. The contract with Proving Ground had been 

secured, and we had also made the discovery that enrollment was declining. Not only had 

a financial investment been made in the PG contract, but we also knew that with roughly 

450 fewer students this year our budget predictions were going to be way off, to the tune 

of almost $5 million. McGuire and I had a discussion of how to introduce PG into the 

system and he indicated that I should utilize my position of reporting to him and Martinez 

to convey to the executive directors and the principals that the Superintendent and 

Deputy Superintendent were in full support of an increased attention to attendance. In 

other words, it was their expectation that attendance and a reduction in chronic 

absenteeism be at the top of their priority list. He also indicated that he would convey that 

to the Associate Superintendents so I would have their support too. 

I went into the Monday night meeting expecting that we would all be on the same 

page and our focus would be on how to message our push for attention on attendance. 

Instead, what I encountered was a good deal of resistance to the attendance campaign, 

period. One quote that stands out to me, and I’ll paraphrase, is “the principals already 

wrote their goals for the year. We already finalized them. No one told us anything about 

attendance. It’s not fair that we are asking something of them that is not in their goals.” I 

was taken aback by this. Mostly, I was befuddled by the notion that focusing on 
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attendance would be viewed as a departure from the goals the principals had written; 

wouldn’t having students in school positively augment any goals a principal might have 

for student outcomes?  

I did not point this out in the moment. Luckily I recognized this as a moment to 

retreat to the balcony, as Heifetz recommends (1994). I realized that the pushback 

probably didn’t have much to do with the campaign, as I’m sure they could see an 

attendance campaign as a good thing, but I thought it likely had to do with something 

outside of the parameters of our meeting. I asked a few questions and realized that they 

had put a PowerPoint presentation together for the meeting, and as they went to review it 

with their supervisor, just a few moments prior to our meeting, they were told about the 

attendance campaign. In other words, it was not the content they were upset about rather 

the fact that they had just been informed.  

Not necessarily in that moment, but upon reflection I realized that I hadn’t 

communicated with them anything about this. While they had heard about PG in August, 

I hadn’t communicated to them that the contract had been approved and that we were 

moving forward. I hadn’t communicated to them anything about how this would impact 

their work or what the expectations were. Simply put, I had kept them in the dark, 

assuming it would be communicated to them from their supervisor. That was a failing of 

mine. My assumption got in the way of me taking appropriate action, and now they 

seemed to be feeling ambushed, with their presentation hijacked, and it translated into 

them feeling antagonistic towards this initiative. And frankly, that is the biggest failing: 

because of my lack of communication I contributed to a situation in which they did not 

feel supportive of this initiative. Given everything that was discussed in the RKA, this 
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negative feeling towards the attendance campaign could, potentially, contribute to them 

not providing support. 

Unfortunately, I did not make a great adjustment in my next communication with 

the EDs regarding PG. As the Timeline for Attendance Campaign indicates (Appendix 

XII), the calendar quickly became pretty crowded with necessary meetings and site visits 

from both research groups (EASEL and PG). In late October, the PG folks gave me a 

very short list of potential dates they could make work for Site Visit #1. On October 24, a 

Wednesday, I emailed the executive directors asking if they thought we could make a site 

visit happen the following week, Nov 2. I included a list of potential schools for PG to 

visit which I had discussed with White and Puente, and basically asked for them to 

review the schools and sign off on them. 

In retrospect, this was big lapse in judgement. Again, my Inner circle was too big 

for me to see and take into consideration what their reaction might be. I was singularly 

focused on making the site visit happen to accommodate Proving Ground and the 

importance that I was placing on this initiative. I did not attend at all to the perspective 

that the EDs would have of outside researchers coming into schools that they oversee to 

talk to teachers who had not been informed of this initiative – not to mention the fact that 

I was asking them to blindly approve an agenda that they hadn’t even seen. I was acting 

out of ignorance and I was trying to move too quickly. 

Not surprisingly, they did not entirely support the proposed dates. To their credit, 

they did not tell me it was impossible or that I was crazy (which would have been 

appropriate). They responded that they thought the timeline was too short, with questions 
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about how the schools were selected, and questions about logistics, i.e. would substitutes 

be provided for the teachers.  

There were two major upshots of that interaction: 

The first was that we did not hold the first site visit of Proving Ground in early 

November. Rather, it was postponed to December, which turned out to be a blessing in 

disguise. That postponement allowed for appropriate planning time, interaction with the 

different stakeholders at the District Office, planning for substitutes for the schools, and 

ultimately led to a very well planned, and successful site visit. In fact, at the conclusion 

of the site visit David Hersh, Senior Network Advisor for PG, told me that our site visit 

was the most meticulously planned one he had been on.  

The second upshot is that I began working closely with Jackie White and Rudy 

Puente. The miscommunication highlighted the fact that I was largely operating as an 

island in the district. After my email exchange with the EDs, Kristen Coates (Associate 

Superintendent of School Leadership and the supervisor of all the EDs) called a meeting 

with me, White, and Puente. She led a discussion of the goals of the attendance campaign 

and the structure, or lack thereof, of the campaign. She assigned the attendance campaign 

to White’s discretion and offered her support. Within that discussion we identified Coates 

as a member of the PG working team, which fell in line with PG’s suggestion that 

someone from executive cabinet be on that committee.  

This largely served as the kickoff to the internal attendance campaign. While I 

had been working with White and Puente prior to this discussion, this discussion took our 

interactions out from discrete communications to a major initiative within school 

leadership, with the full support of the Associate Superintendent. 
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I learned several lessons through this process, all of which relate to relationships 

and coherence. For many reasons, I did not invest heavily in relationships with the 

executive directors over the summer – primarily because of the flux and the lack of 

opportunity to interact with each other. This lack of interaction led to a 

miscommunication which led to a lack of understanding of the importance of the 

initiative. One way to describe this is that a lack of system coherence, i.e. the flux in the 

system, led to a lack of coherence in the system, i.e. miscommunication about an 

initiative that had a high level of importance at the leadership level but which was not 

communicated through the system.  

The primary way this was rectified was by a system leader, i.e. Coates, facilitating 

a meaning-making discussion to bring coherence and instituting mechanisms for strong 

communication between key individuals in the system. Those individuals, namely me, 

White, and Puente, then built strong relationships with one another and shared purpose 

amongst ourselves. Subsequently, we built a team with strong relationships and sense of 

purpose that then facilitated change within the system.  

Leadership is a key driver for change, and strong relationships and a sense of 

purpose within a team help to facilitate change.   

Implications for Self 

I have discovered much about myself and my leadership this year. One of things 

I’ve learned is that trust continues to be a bugaboo for me. My beliefs about the world 

that were created during my adolescent years are still with me. While I have made a lot of 

progress over the years, when things begin to pile up and I feel unsteady, psychologically 

speaking, my old beliefs start to creep in. This was demonstrated in how I entered the 
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district being on unsteady ground and how that contributed in some part to me failing to 

create meaningful relationships with the executive directors, resulting in a breakdown in 

communication at the start of the work with Proving Ground. While there were several 

things going on at once from an Inner, Other, Outer perspective, I did not put trust in the 

relationships that had begun to form through our Leadership Team presentation, and I 

didn’t make it a priority to invest in those relationships.  

It’s interesting, and a bit ironic, to observe that my theory of change hinges to 

some degree on the importance of relationships, yet I failed at investing in and 

developing some key relationships early on. I think this is a testament to how hard it is 

for us to break old patterns of behavior and create new ones. Moreover, it demonstrates 

that having an intellectual understanding of something does not necessarily precipitate 

change.  

The work of leadership is hard, and leaders do not emerge overnight. While I can 

recognize some failings in developing relationships with the executive directors, I have 

grown in my leadership since before coming to Harvard. As the leader of a non-profit 

working within the New York City Community School Initiative, I participated in the 

American Express (AMEX) Leadership Academy. As prep for the week at the Academy, 

several of my colleagues were asked to complete 3600 reviews for me, which were then 

presented to me during the academy. I learned that some of my colleagues found me to be 

unapproachable, arrogant, and actually destructive. I learned that my colleagues 

perceived me as having little interest in developing relationships at all, and that I enjoyed 

being argumentative.  
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I have sought out feedback from some of my peers in Twin Rivers as I wind down 

my time here. Some of the words people have used to describe me are collaborative, 

student focused, and patient. (That last one makes me chuckle. I am positive that my 

peers in NYC would not perceive me as patient.) I have also been told that I invested 

significantly in developing relationships. In fact, McGuire’s perspective is that had I not 

spent the first few months in the district getting to know the individuals and the system, 

by investing in relationships, I would not have been nearly as successful as I have been. 

I do think that we are all our own worst critics, and while I think that I definitely 

could have invested more into the relationships with the executive directors in the month 

of August, it does not seem that anyone perceives me as hostile, unapproachable, or 

destructive. When I shared the fact that I had been perceived as such previously most 

folks expressed surprise. I have made progress in those areas, and I can make further 

progress.  

One of the big changes I have made over the years, is becoming more willing to 

demonstrate my vulnerability. The ability to be vulnerable was highlighted in my 

Harvard coursework, starting with a workshop with Marshall Ganz on Public Narrative 

(Ganz, 2011) during our second day of orientation. During my time in New York, I didn’t 

think it was important for my colleagues to know that much about me. In fact, I 

consciously didn’t talk about my personal life with my colleagues. I didn’t think it was 

appropriate because, after all, we were at work. We should have been working. More 

deeply, I think I believed if no one knew much about me then they wouldn’t have the 

opportunity to hurt me. My intentional desire to hide my personal life, and my 

vulnerability, was a self-protecting mechanism. What I learned through the AMEX 
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Leadership Academy, was that I was viewed as distant, aloof, arrogant, and sometimes 

hostile. What I also learned was that it damaged my work. 

In the Leadership Team Kickoff meeting in which I presented the District as 

Ecological System model, I began by telling the story of my high school experience. I 

demonstrated my vulnerability through Public Narrative. I stood in front of a room full of 

close to 200 people I would be working with, and endeavoring to lead, and I 

demonstrated my vulnerability. I introduced my ideas of how a system works, the 

connective tissue woven through Culture Code, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team and 

Systems Thinking, and I urged my colleagues to focus on their vulnerability, their 

interactions, and what they can do to move the system.  

That moment was a big leap for me considering from where I have come, and I 

think it has largely born fruit. The image from that kickoff meeting continues to be 

utilized in leadership team meetings and we continue to talk about how our individual 

actions create the system. Moreover, while I haven’t developed deep relationships with 

everyone with whom I work, it would seem that I am perceived as dedicated, focused, 

and passionate about the work. Some people even expressed surprise to know that just 5 

years ago I was perceived as aloof, arrogant, and hostile. My leadership has changed, and 

I have concretely learned that a focus for myself on demonstrating vulnerability and 

investing in relationships are two essential keys to effective leadership.  

Implications for Site 

SEL is not a passing phase. This past January The Aspen Institute released a 

report, From a Nation at Risk to a Nation at Hope (2019), outlining the findings of their 

2-year interdisciplinary Commission on Social, Emotional, & Academic Development. 
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Their findings are compelling: “an emphasis on these capacities [SEL] is not the sacrifice 

of rigor; it is a source of rigor” (p.7). Working to build improvements in how curriculum 

is delivered, namely through improved TSRs and student engagement at the classroom 

and school level, is not a nice to have it is a have to half. Particularly with students that 

come from low SES and/or volatile or potentially traumatic experiences, a focus on 

improved TSRs and student engagement is integral to student achievement. Twin Rivers 

serves students, the majority of whom come from low SES and volatile experiences. 

While improvements have been made in academics and instructional practices, more 

needs to be done to improve how teachers, principals, and all school level adults interact 

with students.  

However, the focus on students can’t be enough. Twin Rivers has demonstrated 

that they value continuous learning through the use of leadership books to shape a focus 

for the year. The premises found in the books must be developed and worked on as part 

of a comprehensive strategy to improve the SEL competencies of the adults in the 

district. Working across the different levels of the District as Ecological System 

paradigm, a deliberate and intentional design to focus on developing trust through 

building safety must continue. Specifically: 

1. Give SEL, Chronic Absenteeism, and Attendance the same level of import as 

Academics 

 The research is clear: a focus on SEL improves student outcomes (Aspen 

Institute, 2019, Durlak et al, 2011). Some of the keys to this are to embed SEL skills and 

competencies into school-wide practices and create expectations for student success that 

includes whole child development. Also, create opportunities for adults to develop their 
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skills through training and coaching paradigms throughout the system. There must be 

integration within existing systems and the message must be conveyed that SEL and 

Behavior are as important as Academics.  

An opportunity for this is to utilize the lessons learned from SWUN Math. SWUN 

is a comprehensive approach to Math instruction throughout the district which 

incorporates training, lesson modelling, and coaching. In my discussions with Martinez, 

he recognizes that a comprehensive effort to improve TSRs based on a SWUM paradigm 

would certainly accomplish the goal of conveying the necessity for all educators within 

the district to focus on it.  

Moreover, within California, the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) 

expectations are that Behavior and SEL are on the same level of import as Academics. 

The California Department of Education (CDE) website defines MTSS as “an integrated, 

comprehensive framework … that aligns academic, behavioral, and social-emotional 

learning in a fully integrated system of support for the benefit of all students” (California 

Department of Education, 2018, paragraph 2). Figure 6 presents the visual representation 

of how CDE expects to Scale Up Multi-Tiered Systems of Support Statewide (SUMS).  
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Figure 6: California MTSS Diagram 

 

 

While this figure is a nice visual, there needs to be actionable steps taken to 

realize this vision. The subsequent recommendations illuminate some of those potential 

steps. 

2. Create a Social Emotional Learning Department:  

As seen in the SEL committee, there is strong work being done relative to SEL in 

Twin Rivers. However, right now it is inconsistent and dependent on the people 

implementing. Creating a department within Instructional Services would do a few 

things. 

First, it would give authorizing power to folks who, intuitively or through their 

studies, know that a focus on SEL is important. It would take SEL out of the stigma of a 

“nice to have” and place it squarely in the “have to have”. The department would have to 
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create goals linked to student outcomes and the overall goals of the district, and the 

department would be accountable to those goals. These goals, and the attainment of them, 

would address anyone who thinks that a focus on SEL is pandering to students or being 

soft on discipline. Ultimately, creating the department and giving it authority and 

accountability would create transparency throughout the district and create discernable, 

actionable operations around SEL. 

Second, it would create coherence through many different initiatives currently 

being implemented ad hoc and disparately of one another. MTSS, PBIS, Counseling, 

Extended Day, Child Welfare and Attendance are all departments or initiatives that run 

autonomously of one another. They don’t all even have the same reporting structure; 

MTSS, PBIS, and Extended Day are in Education Services rather than School 

Leadership. Yet all of these services have the same mission, essentially: to attend to the 

non-academic needs of students in order to get students on track to succeed within 

school. An SEL department can bring all of these groups together under one roof to work 

in concert with each other. Within an MTSS pyramid, the two sides of the pyramid 

should be academics and SEL, with SEL being as coordinated as academics and 

interwoven with academics. 

3. Continue the investments in Proving Ground and Kernels 

One of the 6 recommendations made in the Aspen Institute’s report is to forge 

closer connections between research and practice (Aspen Institute, 2019). Twin Rivers is 

in a unique position in that it has two research-practice partnerships focused on two of the 

biggest dilemmas facing the education sector, both in California and nationally. 

California has devoted significant resources to develop an MTSS paradigm, but has not 
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fully developed the practice aspects of it particularly for the SEL component. The 

Kernels of Practice fits incredibly well into this paradigm and has already caught the 

attention of the Sacramento County Office of Education. Twin Rivers should continue 

this partnership to build the competencies of its own teachers and serve the students of 

Twin Rivers, but also to build a research base for the state of California and the national 

education sector. Twin Rivers has an opportunity to be a leader in developing practices in 

SEL and should seize this opportunity. 

Moreover, California has invested significantly in trying to solve the chronic 

absenteeism problem of its districts. The fact that chronic absenteeism is now one of 7 

indicators of school success on the California School Dashboard indicates the level of 

import given to it by the state. Out of over 1300 districts, Twin Rivers is the only one in 

the state to partner with Harvard’s Proving Ground to work on chronic absenteeism. Twin 

Rivers is one of only 8 partners that Proving Ground has nationally. Once again, Twin 

Rivers is in a unique and powerful position to help lead the field in curating, testing, and 

determining strategies for a national problem. Furthermore, the partnership with Proving 

Ground is helping to create new ways for districts to collect, analyze, and utilize data to 

inform decision making, a key component to the Aspen Institute’s recommendation.  

Both of these partnerships must continue and must not be tied to any one individual in the 

district but must be made systemic and integral to the functioning of the district.  

 Finally, Twin Rivers can do more to intentionally focus on the relationships 

between the individuals in the same tiers and across tiers of the District as Ecological 

System. Martinez talks about the importance of relationships often, and most of the 

books utilized within the district discuss the importance of relationships. However, there 
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are not many intentional agenda items designed to build relationships. The focus is 

almost invariably on the work related to serving students and families, and not very much 

on building community within the district. As outlined in Culture Code, this is the 

responsibility of the leaders in the district, i.e. make sure the leader is vulnerable first and 

often; spotlight your fallibility early on – especially if you’re the leader (Coyle, 2018). 

Cabinet could spend more time on building their own community, and then designing 

agenda items to spotlight their vulnerability and build community within and across the 

different tiers of the system. While cabinet has been dipping its toe in this process, there 

should be an intentional effort to build these competencies and cascade them out.  

Implications for Sector 

Social Emotional Learning and Chronic Absenteeism are two areas within the 

education sector that have garnered a lot of attention. However, there is still a paucity of 

districts that are creating replicable operational models of interventions at the system 

level. It will be very exciting to see the results that Twin Rivers garners over the next 1-3 

years as both the Kernels pilot and the Attendance Campaign develop and begin to show 

results in student outcomes. It is my belief that if Twin Rivers continues to invest time, 

attention, and resources to these two campaigns commensurate with the investment in 

this first year then the gains will be strong. However, before the final results are in there 

are some lessons learned that are transferable to the sector writ large. 

First, utilize data to bring attention to the problem. In Twin Rivers, the data 

collection is very strong, making it simple to pull attendance data. We are able to cut the 

data to view attendance data for different sub-groups. We can see that special education, 

homeless, and foster youth are absent at a disproportionate rate relative to the rest of the 
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district. This makes it easy to see that our most vulnerable students are not accessing the 

resources of our schools and we can then tell that story throughout the district.  

Moreover, the fact that California funds local school districts based on Average 

Daily Attendance (ADA) means that we can easily put a dollar value on our attendance 

data. For example, a 95% ADA means that 1,300 students, on average, every day are not 

attending school. At a rate of ~$75/day for 180 days in a school year, the ADA for Twin 

Rivers is costing the district $17.5 million. With individuals in the system uncomfortable 

about a $10 million budget deficit, the $17.5 million being left on the table creates a 

compelling story. Moreover, as we partner with PG and examine best practices within the 

internal attendance planning team and offer strategies to address attendance and chronic 

absenteeism we create a model within which individuals in the district feel some agency 

over the issue, therefore feeling like they are contributing positively to both the students 

being served as well as the budget concerns of the district. Utilizing data to tell a story of 

empowerment and agency can be quite compelling. 

Secondly, creating research-practice partnerships is a win-win situation. Proving 

Ground and the EASEL lab need to test their theories in schools with kids. Twin Rivers, 

and other districts, need to work with folks that have the luxury of thinking of solutions 

to problems while not in the midst of dealing with the problems. This is an 

oversimplification of course, but the benefit that both parties have in working together is 

plain to see. Moreover, as the Aspen Institute points out (2019), creating opportunities for 

both practitioners and researchers to work collaboratively on pressing educational and 

social problems can have positive implications in both directions. In Twin Rivers we 

have seized upon the opportunity to partner with Harvard and the results have been great, 



72 
 

for us and for our partners. It did take a pointed effort on my part, but within districts 

more broadly there is the opportunity to create a role in a district to seek out and form 

such partnerships; the responsibility could also be added to an existing role.  

Coherence is critical. While many educators write about the need for coherence 

and there are many paradigms in the world, i.e. PELP, I still believe very strongly in the 

person-in-environment perspective. The District as Ecological System provides some 

aspects I have found lacking in the way coherence is often presented. First, it is 

empowering. Everyone in the system is responsible for the system. The District as 

Ecological System portrays the necessity of everyone in the system to attend to their 

actions because it is through their actions that the system is created. Therefore, it is 

active. The bi-directional arrows indicate that actions within and across tiers are pivotal. 

Individuals at the school level influence the board as much, if not more so, than the board 

influences them. Taking action is critical. Lastly, this paradigm highlights the importance 

of interactions; every interaction is important. The arrows themselves create the system, 

and the arrows are our interactions. Taken together with an emphasis on leadership 

development, as Twin Rivers has done, this focus on the interactions within and across 

the system is powerful. 

Finally, working with the coalition of the willing and building momentum are 

essential to moving initiatives into and through a system. In Twin Rivers it was clear that 

many people wanted more SEL resources for the classroom. I reached out broadly via 

emails and sent the Kernels one pager to all the principals, and then I followed up 

individually with the ones that showed some interest. While most everyone in the district 

expressed a need for more supports, only a few expressed a desire to make the necessary 
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adjustments to their calendars, procedures, and support systems to implement Kernels 

pursuant to the terms of the MOU. For those principals I scheduled a time to present to 

their teachers and got buy-in from the staff. These 50 individuals demonstrated not just a 

passing interest but a willingness to make an investment in Kernels; they are my coalition 

of the willing. While I did have to take several steps to build that buy-in, now that I have 

it they are fully participating in the Kernels and we are getting results that will assist with 

a broader rollout in the future. I find this to be critical to moving forward. This coalition 

will likely speak with their colleagues to support Kernels, and having support of 

individuals within the system is essential.  

While the need for SEL integration into academics and attention to attendance 

have been articulated earlier in this paper, the above recommendations are what I have 

seen to be impactful in addressing both the individual and system level concerns involved 

in introducing large initiatives into a system. For individuals or systems in the larger 

education sector desirous of initiating system level change, which inevitably involves 

individuals, I see the above to be critical to levers for instituting that change.  

Conclusion  

A school district operates much the same as any other system. It is complex, with 

a multi-tiered structure made up of myriad individuals. The individuals, and more 

precisely, the actions of those individuals largely create the system itself and the 

corresponding impact the system has on the individual(s) served by the system. 

Moreover, each individual in the system has their own perspective, created by their 

experiences up until this point, which contributes to how they perceive and interpret the 

individuals, actions, and system as a whole. Trying to view the system and the multiple 
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interactions which contribute to it can be very confusing, to say nothing of endeavoring 

to impact change to and within the system. The District as an Ecological System gives 

some structure for viewing and understanding that system.  

More specifically, students have many obstacles to attending and being successful 

in schools. Students from poverty and trauma have an unfair burden to bear. ACEs and 

Toxic Stress create barriers in executive functioning, impulse control, and other brain 

functioning that make interacting with adults in schools a harrowing affair for both 

parties. Building the adult competencies for SEL in a school or school system, while also 

building the SEL skills of the students is one way to improve both the experiences of the 

students such that their brain functioning develops along a healthy tract, but also support 

teachers so that they can develop strong TSRs with their students and create the 

conditions necessary for learning.  

Teachers have a lot on their plates, and I do not intend to add more. But the 

experience of introducing SEL Kernels of Practice to the teachers of Twin Rivers is 

encouraging that a focus on relationship building, or empathic communication will not 

add to the load of teachers. On the contrary, as Okonofua (2015) pointed out, building the 

capacity for empathy of teachers leads to greater respect for teachers from the students 

and a decrease in student anti-social behavior. That certainly seems to be the case at 

Hagginwood elementary school. Moreover, Jones and Bouffard (2012) argue that 

integrating SEL into the daily classroom activities is one of the key drivers for success. 

Building on the initial successes of Kernels in Twin Rivers, I expect that with a mental 

shift to a focus on relationship building, and a slight adjustment to some communication 

styles, teachers can increase the facilitative factors for building relationships, decrease 
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punitive discipline measures, and improve outcomes for students. The situation for many 

students in the USA is dire, but teachers can provide the necessary caring relationships 

shown to dramatically improve their students’ ability to successfully navigate challenging 

situations and fulfill the American promise of education being the great equalizer for all 

students.  

Supporting teachers, who constitute the critical link in guaranteeing the best 

possible education for our children, is imperative.  Building their capacity to both use the 

skills they currently possess and also add to their relational abilities should not pose a 

burden to their already busy lives.   

Finally, the attention to relationship building is not exclusive to teachers and 

students. In fact, an attention to relationship building is an aspect of leadership 

development. Building the capacity for individuals throughout the tiers of the District as 

Ecological System to develop their positive interactions through a Triple Focus on their 

Inner, Other, and Outer lenses will have the impact of building leadership throughout the 

system and moving the entire system towards a positive change. Strong leadership at the 

district, school, and classroom level, through a triple focus on the shared purpose of 

relationship building and social emotional capacity building is a recipe for success in 

addressing myriad student outcome challenges, including chronic absenteeism and school 

dropouts. 
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Appendixes 
Appendix I: PELP Coherence Framework 
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Appendix II: Kernels MOU with EASEL and Twin Rivers 
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Appendix III: Kernels One Pager 
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Appendix IV: Org Chart June 1, 2018



Appendix V: Org Chart July 1, 2018 
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Appendix VI: Kernels Timeline in Twin Rivers 
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Appendix VII: Leadership Team Kickoff Handout- Culture Code Commitments 

Developing Trust through Building Safety 
Practicing Culture Code Behaviors 

 

Over Communicate Your Listening 

Do: 
Lean In 
Say “Uh-huh”, “yes”, “gotcha” 
Raise Eyebrows 

Don’t: 
Interrupt 
Look at your phone 
Immediately add value 

 

Spotlight Your Fallibility Early On 

Do: 
Ask for Help 
Admit you don’t know everything 
Say “I could be wrong”, “Just my 2 cents” 

Don’t:  
Provide Answers 
Defend 

 

Utilize Belonging Cues 

Do: 
Share the air:  

-take turns and ensure everyone is heard 

Maintain Eye Contact 
Maintain High Energy 
Spend time together outside of work 

Don’t:  
Encourage communication with only you (the leader) 
Interrupt 
Monopolize discussion  
Put your ideas out front 

 

 

Commitments:  

What are the two things you will commit to doing between now and the October 25 

Leadership Meeting #2 to practice Developing Trust through Building Safety?  

 

1. I will… 

 

 

 

2. I will… 
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Appendix VIII: Twin Rivers Attendance Charter 

Student Engagement 

Attendance Plan 

Revised January 22, 2019 

Purpose: To develop a long term plan to target increased attendance and decreased chronic 

absenteeism. 

Background: “Across the country, more than 8 million students are missing so many days of 

school that they are academically at risk. Chronic absence, missing 10 percent or 

more of school days due to absence, excused, unexcused absences and 

suspensions, can translate in to third grade readers unable to master reading, sixth 

graders failing subjects and ninth graders dropping out of high school.” 

(Attendance Works) 

 Twin Rivers reorganized its Student Engagement department in 2017-18 in order 

to focus resources on attendance. Twin Rivers chronic absence rate in 2017-18 

was 15.3%.   Since unification, Twin Rivers has had varied attempts at 

attendance campaigns. This plan seeks to create a long-term plan as a result of 

work with a variety of stakeholders and stakeholder input.  

Location: District Wide  

Outcomes: Decrease of chronic attendance by 3% annually in 2018-19 and 2 % each year 

following.   

Timeline: Short Term plan- September 2018 through June 2019 

  Strategic Plan- December 2018 developed 

Next Steps: Phase 1: 

 Short-term education and advocacy 

 Data review at Sept 25 Principals Meeting- reviewing data and connecting to 

WIN 

 Deeper data dive with interim strategies with Principals and Attendance 

Leads 

 15 minute check in with Principals monthly 

 Monthly Attendance Lead meeting with targeted data review and strategies 

 Evaluate data and monitor changes 

Phase 2: 

Developing a Strategic Plan 

 Create an Attendance Team- meets every 3 weeks between October and 

December 
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-Child Welfare and Attendance Leads, Principals, TOSA, Foster Youth 

Lead, Counselor, Parent, Student, Sp Ed Coordinator, FACE 

Coordinator, Health Specialist 

Parts of the Plan 

Research 

 Investigate other cities/ districts with gains and programs  

 Share information with Attendance Team  

Training and Education 

 Training for all- Universal Procedures 

 Training- Targeted Procedures- develop a list of “must-dos and may-

dos” 

 

Attendance Campaign 

 Review and adopt a campaign with actions district-wide and at site level 

Site Attendance Intervention Teams- meet on a regular basis 

Site Attendance Intervention Teams- meet on a regular basis 

 Principal, Attendance Lead, Teacher, Parent, Student 

Systems 

 Establish common definitions 

 Set expectations 

 Clarify roles and supports 
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Team Members & Current Role in TRUSD 

Team Member Role 

Jackie White Exec Director Student Engagement 

Rudy Puente Director Student Services 

Chris Williams Special Assistant – SEL and Chronic 

Absenteeism 

Yolanda Mayoral Falkenberg Coordinator Family and Community 

Engagement 

Jane Claar Coordinator, CWA 

Tracey Wiltshire Coordinator, CWA 

Ana Broadbent  Foster Youth Liaison 

Dario Gonzalez Attendance Lead (K-6) (Noralto) 

Tracirae Wong Attendance Lead (7-12) (Rio Linda) 

Darris Hinson Principal (HS) (Grant) 

Micah Simmons Principal (Jr High) (Rio Tierra) 

Doug Emerson Principal (Elem) Hillsdale 

Anthony Hairston Behavior Specialist 

Chris Moran or PBIS TOSA MTSS/ PBIS 

Christi Kagstrom Nurse 

Maria Ponce Parent 

From Student Advisory Committee (SAC) Student 

 

Meeting/Date Action Steps- 

Meeting 

Content 

Meeting 

Outcomes  

Mid-Term Goals Long Term  

Meeting 1 

Tent:  

Mon. Nov 26 

3:30-5:30 

Set Norms, 

Objectives and 

Purpose 

HW: Review 

Case Studies- 

Jigsaw format 

Understanding of 

timeline and 

process for 

creating Chronic 

Attendance Plan.  

Beginning 

understanding of 

definition of 

Chronic 

Attendance and 

Impact to TRUSD 

students. 

2018-19 School 

Year 

 

Under 5% Chronic 

Absenteeism 

ADA 98% 

Suspension/ 

Expulsions down 

Disproportionality 

down 

Grad Rate Up 

2019-2024 and 

beyond 

 

3-5 Year 

Attendance 

Plan that is 

reviewed and 

updated 

annually 

 

Students 

Productive 

civic minded 

adults 
Meeting 2 

Tent:  

Mon. Dec 10 

3:30-5:30 

Review 

literature and 

case studies 

HW: 

Universal 

Procedures 

Deeper 

understanding of 

Chronic 

Attendance and 

possible actions 

Proving 

Ground Site 

Visit #1: 

Dec 19-20 

See separate 

agenda 

Introduce Proving 

Ground to 

TRUSD, establish 

parameters for 

partnership, and 
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gather quantitative 

data re: how 

Chronic Absence 

is defined within 

TRUSD, how it is 

addressed, and 

gaps in mental 

models/practices 

from DO to school 

sites 

Site Visit 

TBD  

Small Team 

from 

Attendance 

Team 

San Francisco- 

Hunters Point 

Bret Harte 

Elementary – 

partner to 

Alice Griffith 

HOPE SF site 

See site where 

they are making 

progress for 

Chronic 

Attendance. 

Gather key 

takeaways.  

Meeting 3:  

Tuesday Jan 

22 

4:00-5:30 

Action Steps 

Look at 

successful 

models 

Look at 

current 

Universal 

Procedures 

Set of Universal 

Procedures for 

January 

Implementation 

 

Meeting 4 

Tent: 

Tues. Feb 19 

3:30-5:30 

What pieces of 

these models 

could work in 

TR? 

 

Proving 

Ground Site 

Visit #2:  

February 20-21 

See separate 

agenda 

PG report back to 

TRUSD the 

findings from the 

data analysis 

(quantitative 

historical data, as 

well as qualitative 

gathered at Site 

Visit #1), and 

conduct root cause 

analysis and 

determine 

solutions TRUSD 

wishes to pilot and 

test 
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Proving 

Ground 

Network 

Convening: 

March 5-8, 

Savannah GA 

Steve, Kristen, 

Jackie, Rudy, 

Chris to attend 

 

Will meet other 

networks’ key 

personnel, learn of 

successful 

interventions 

being piloted, key 

roadblocks 

encountered, and 

next steps in 

partnership 

Meeting 5 

TBD 

3:30-5:30 

Review 

TRUSD Data 

from Driving 

Ground 

 

Meeting 6 

TBD 

3:30-5:30 

Draft 

Attendance 

Plan 

 

Cabinet 

Review 

Share Draft 

Attendance 

Plan 

 

ISLT Review Draft 

Attendance 

Plan 

 

SAC Board 

Presentation 

Attendance 

Findings and 

suggestions 

 

Board 

Presentation 

Draft 3-5 Year 

Attendance 

Plan 
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Appendix IX: Proving Ground Site Visit #1 Agenda 
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Appendix X: Proving Ground Site Visit #2 Agenda 
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Appendix XI: District Attendance Data, month-to-month comparison YTD 
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Appendix XII: Timeline for Attendance Campaign: 

 

 

 

Se
p

t 
’1

8
-O

ct
 

‘1
8
 

N
o

v 
’1

8
-

D
ec

 ‘1
8
 

Ja
n

 ‘1
9

-
Fe

b
 ‘1

9
 

M
ar

 ‘1
9

-
A

p
r 

‘1
9
 

M
ay

 ‘1
9

-A
u

g 
‘1

9
 

Se
p

t 
‘1

9
-J

u
n

 ‘2
0
 

D
ra

ft
 

Ti
m

el
in

e

O
ct

 1
5

-1
7
 

K
er

n
el

s 
Te

am
 

Tr
ai

n
in

g 
#1

 

D
ec

em
b

er
 5

-7
 

K
er

n
el

s 
Te

am
 

Tr
ai

n
in

g 
#2

 

Fe
b

ru
ar

y 
K

er
n

el
s 

Te
am

 
Tr

ai
n

in
g 

#3
 

A
p

ri
l 

K
er

n
el

s 
Te

am
 

Tr
ai

n
in

g 
#4

 

M
ay

/J
u

n
e  

K
er

n
el

s 
Te

am
 F

in
al

 
V

is
it

/ 
W

ra
p

 U
p
 

Ju
n

e 
P

ro
vi

n
g 

G
ro

u
n

d
 

Fi
n

al
 V

is
it

  

U
n

d
er

st
a

n
d

 t
h

e 
C

h
a

lle
n

g
e 

Id
en

ti
fy

 P
o

te
n

ti
a

l 
So

lu
ti

o
n

s 

Te
st

 t
h

e 
So

lu
ti

o
n

s 

Ex
a

m
in

e 
Fi

n
d

in
g

s 
a

n
d

 
D

et
er

m
in

e 
N

ex
t 

St
ep

s  

M
ar

ch
 ‘1

9
 

D
ra

ft
 S

tr
a

te
g

ic
 P

la
n

 f
o

r 
 

A
tt

en
d

a
n

ce
 

Im
p

ro
ve

m
en

t 

Ea
rl

y 
M

ar
ch

 
P

ro
vi

n
g 

G
ro

u
n

d
 

C
o

n
ve

n
in

g 
 

A
u

gu
st

 3
1
 

Sc
h

o
o

l A
tt

en
d

an
ce

 
Le

ad
s 

fo
rm

 c
o

ac
h

in
g 

gr
o

u
p

s,
 b

eg
in

 w
o

rk
 

fo
r 

th
e 

ye
ar

 

Se
p

te
m

b
er

 2
5
 

P
ri

n
ci

p
al

s 
m

ee
t 

w
it

h
 

Ja
ck

ie
 &

 R
u

d
y 

to
 

ad
d

re
ss

 C
h

ro
n

ic
 

A
b

se
n

ce
 a

n
d

 A
D

A
 

N
o

v 
6

 t
h

ru
 F

eb
  

A
tt

en
d

an
ce

 P
la

n
 T

ea
m

 
M

ee
ti

n
gs

 

N
o

ve
m

b
er

 T
B

D
 

P
ri

n
ci

p
al

s 
&

 
A

tt
en

d
an

ce
 L

ea
d

s 
b

eg
in

 id
en

ti
fi

ca
ti

o
n

 o
f 

U
n

iv
er

sa
l P

ro
ce

d
u

re
s 

Fe
b

ru
ar

y 
P

ro
vi

n
g 

G
ro

u
n

d
  

Si
te

 V
is

it
 #

2
 

Ja
n

u
ar

y 
U

n
iv

er
sa

l 
P

ro
ce

d
u

re
s 

fo
r 

TR
U

SD
 a

re
 

d
et

er
m

in
ed

 a
n

d
 

sc
h

o
o

l l
ev

el
 

p
ra

ct
ic

es
 a

re
 

D
ec

 1
9

 &
 2

0
 

P
ro

vi
n

g 
G

ro
u

n
d

 
K

ic
ko

ff
/S

it
e 

V
is

it
 

#1
 

K
ey

: 
R

ed
- 

P
ro

vi
n

g 
G

ro
u

n
d
 

G
re

en
- 

SE
L 

K
er

n
el

s 
o

f 
P

ra
ct

ic
e 

P
u

rp
le

- 
In

te
rn

al
 A

tt
en

d
an

ce
 

P
la

n
 T

ea
m

 
B

lu
e-

 S
ch

o
o

l S
it

e 
In

it
ia

ti
ve

s 


