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Walnut Grove’s Design Includes:
• Flexible collaboration-based 

active learning environments
• Education curriculum-

based sustainable features 
such as on-site solar power 
generation and storm water 
management strategies

• ‘White-tunable’ LED classroom 
lighting to enhance student 
learning focus and behaviors

“Lancer + Beebe helped us execute our 
vision for a new school to inspire learning 
and creative thinking, while being functional 
and fiscally responsible.” 

-Dr. Richard Arkanoff, Superintendent
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PRESIDENT’S BULLETIN

By Dr. Robert M. Stwalley, III, ISBA President

P ublic schools - and American society 
in general - are currently facing a 
moment of reckoning that seems to 

come once in a generation. When I was growing-
up, there was an amazing man who preached 
common sense, logic, and equity in the name 
of Civil Rights for all citizens. He stated that, 
“An injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 
everywhere.” At the time, he was considered 
a radical for threatening the status quo of race 
relations in the United States. He was especially 
frightening to the elites and the poor white 
underclass of the old South, who somehow 
felt that civil liberties were a zero sum game. 

However, Martin Luther King’s assassination did 
not silence the Civil Rights movement, instead it 
seemed to galvanize it.

The wrongful death of George Floyd in 
Minneapolis seems to have done the same 
thing today. The truly sad part of this is that it 
needs doing at all. The end of the Civil War, the 
Thirteenth Amendment, and Juneteenth are 155 
years in the past, but the work did not end there. 
The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments 
took another five years to enact, but at least 
another 100 years and scores of additional 
legislation to put into effect. The corrosive 
doctrine of ‘separate, but equal’ was enshrined 
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into law in 1896, and 58 years was needed 
to overturn it. The First and Second 
World Wars were fought with segregated 
military forces, and it took an Executive 
Order by President Truman in 1948 to 
end that travesty. The ‘separate, but equal’ 
of Plessy v. Ferguson was finally overturned 
in 1954 by Brown v. Board of Education. 
As school board members, we should be 
particularly sensitive to this part of history, 
as the school board was the losing litigant 
that supported the segregation.

The next 15 years or so brought 
significant progress. Most of the overt 
signs of racism were eliminated. Without 
a doubt, the United States in the mid-
70s and afterward was a better place for 
African-Americans than the US of the 
mid-50s and before. Unfortunately, that’s 
where things seemed to get stopped. 
Much of the blatant racism of the 
previous eras was driven below the surface, 
but it exists today using subtler, more 
hidden vantage points. It is no less real 
or despicable, and as the overwhelming 
support for the protesters shows, it is in 
everyone’s best interest to eliminate the 
inequality and racism from society, once 
and for all.

Schools are critical to changing 
society for the better and eradicating the 
scourge of racism from our world. The 
children that we educate today become 
the citizens of society tomorrow. School 
board members cannot sit on the sidelines 
here. It is vital to understand that we 
were elected to make decisions and that 
the policies we set are for the good of all 
children, not just those from our own 
families. Our job as school board members 
is to represent all of the patrons from our 
communities, not just those that look 
like us. We must re-structure our school 
systems to teach and reflect the world as 

we want it to be. We have the opportunity 
here to stand-up for public education and 
mold consensus.

This will require that we have 
some courageous and uncomfortable 
conversations with all of our families, 
particularly those that are currently 
feeling disenfranchised. We have to 
convince them that our intentions are 
honorable and in the best interests of their 
children. We know that education reduces 
poverty; familiarity with broader cultures 
increases tolerance; and understanding 
improves civility. If we want a society 
that reflects these values, we must ensure 
that all students receive instruction that 
provides them with the ability to earn a 
living, be culturally responsive to diverse 
upbringings, and know how to engage 
with others in a positive manner. These 
are the values that we want our citizens to 
hold dear, and as individuals charged with 
the oversight of Public School systems, 
these are the qualities we must instill in our 
graduates.

AS STEWARDS OF THE  
PUBLIC TRUST:
 We must ensure that there is an 

intentional and equitable allocation of 
resources to disadvantaged children 
to provide them with an opportunity 
to become adults competing on a 
level playing field.

 We need to find a way to balance 
the disparate allocation of property 
tax funds from wealthy areas to less 
fortunate ones.

 We must eliminate the 
gerrymandering of electoral districts 
that silences the voices of our 
minority communities.

 We need to know that the school 
resource officers (SROs) that we hire 
have the best interests of all children 
in mind, instead of viewing their work 
as extended ‘policing’.

 We must rework our curricular 
offerings to eliminate the implicit 
bias within all lessons and showcase 
the contributions of exceptional 
individuals of all races.

 We have to hire teachers, principals, 
and administrators that look like our 
student populations, and we must 
stop complaining about what higher 
education sends us. Public education 
shapes young people’s career 
choices! We are not doing an effective 
job at this, if we aren’t convincing 
a balanced percentage of all of our 
students to go into education and 
become teachers. School boards 
have to tailor their policies and 
practices to aid in this process.

ISBA is committed to equity, justice, 
and equality in our schools and in society. 
We are working on developing specific 
policies and roadmaps for our public 
school systems to combat racism and 
improve educational opportunity for all. 
We must be forced to see the inequities 
in our existing systems, and as school 
board members, we must do whatever is 
needed to overcome them. As Dr. King so 
simply and eloquently stated, ‘The time for 
productive action is now.’  
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WE MUST BE FORCED TO SEE THE INEQUITIES IN OUR EXISTING 
SYSTEMS, AND AS SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS, WE MUST DO 

WHATEVER IS NEEDED TO OVERCOME THEM.
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By Terry Spradlin, Executive Director

FULFILLING THE CORE MISSION  
OF EDUCATING CHILDREN:
Exemplary Local Crisis Responses During  
the Pandemic
 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S BULLETIN

W hen the theme of 
this issue of The 

Journal was chosen 
late last year by Dr. Michael 
Adamson, ISBA director of 
Board Services, neither he, nor 
any of us, could have imagined 
how timely and appropriate it 
would be. As you read on the 
cover the theme is Making Hard 

Choices in Tough Times. That is 
precisely what school board members, school administrators and 
teachers have been doing since early March in response to the 
global novel coronavirus pandemic. 

During the pandemic, Governor Eric Holcomb issued 
more than 30 executive orders that established stay-at-home 
requirements and provided guidance on public health, safety and 
governmental services. Many of the executive orders have had 
indirect or direct impact on the delivery of K-12 public education. 
While the nearly 7 million Hoosiers adjusted to pandemic and 
stay-at-home orders during the spring, schools were required 
to change instructional delivery methods to meet a total of 
160 instructional days, or at least 20 additional days of remote/
eLearning from April 2 through June 30 (the statutory end date of 
the school year calendar). 

Thank you for your commitment to students across the state 
of Indiana and your steadfast dedication, as school board members 
and educators, to model effective leadership during a time when it 
has been so desperately needed. I’ve made that statement before, 

but it bears repeating. Serving the best interest and learning needs 
of your students hasn’t been easy, but you have done it to the best 
of your ability. You are to be commended!

In May, I invited board members and administrators to 
share success stories in managing the essential business of your 
school corporation during the COVID-19 
pandemic. I received many replies with stories 
of effective governance measures boards have 
taken, administrator or educator success stories 
in serving students, and other news about how 
K-12 school communities rallied to support 
schoolchildren during this public health crisis. 
I am pleased to spotlight the efforts from many 
school corporations from around the state. 

STUDENT MEAL DISTRIBUTION
In East Allen County Schools, 

Superintendent Marilyn Hissong shared their 
impressive story of rapidly increasing weekly food 
distribution to help keep students nourished. 

“As we continued to see grocery store shelves 
diminish, restaurant doors closing, and many 
families financially affected by the COVID-19 
virus, the staff at East Allen County Schools 
continued to provide one of the highest 
necessities in life, FOOD! Within 10 weeks of 
meal pick-up service, East Allen County School 
district provided 462,690 meals to those in 
need during this unprecedented time. The food 
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service staff, along with administrators, teachers, custodians, and 
paraprofessionals, all worked together as a team to provide these 
nutrient-filled meals to the children in our community. One thing 
that is always certain and remains to this day, food has a way of 
bringing everyone together!” 

Don DeWeese, Community Schools of Frankfort 
superintendent, shared a similar story, indicating that the 
school corporation distributed 106,374 meals to students at 23 
distribution sites from March 15 to May 22. Monroe Central 
School Corporation provided multiple “grab and go” lunch 
locations along with delivery services for those living in rural 
areas, according to Michael Morris a board member. Morris 
acknowledged that the team efforts of the director of Food 
Service, cafeteria workers, and other school staff were crucial to 
the success of their program to serve thousands of meals.

In a few communities, including Mooresville Schools and 
South Ripley School Corporation, food service became even 
more challenging when a tornado caused power outages in 
multiple school buildings, forcing relocation of food storage to 
offsite freezers. The school corporations of Milan and Jac-Cen-

Del aided South Ripley with freezer space. A local food pantry 
assisted Mooresville Schools by storing food, and in turn, the 
school corporation allowed the pantry to use kitchen space to 
help prepare donations diverted from now-closed restaurants into 
family-sized food packages for distribution. South Ripley also 
delivered extra meals to police, fire, EMS, and even utility workers 
who were working to get power back to the town of Versailles. 
In Mt. Vernon Community School Corporation (MVCSC) 
in Fortville, a community food drive collected non-perishable 
donations and delivered them to a local food pantry for their “Pack 
the Pantry” event. 

STUDENT AND STAFF SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL 
WELLBEING

Maria Bond, director of Community Relations for the Mt. 
Vernon Community School Corporation, reporting on behalf of 
Superintendent Jack Parker and Board President Kellie Freeman, 
mentioned the school corporation’s efforts to address the social 
and emotional learning (SEL) and wellbeing of students and staff 
while conquering the challenge of extended eLearning during 

A Mt. Vernon Community School 
Corporation bus collected  
non-perishable donations in a local 
neighborhood and delivered them 
to a local food pantry for their  
“Pack the Pantry” event.
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HERE ARE A FEW SPECIFIC 
ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF MVCSC IN 
ADDRESSING SEL ISSUES:
• Principals sent weekly wellness surveys to 

students, which included the option for a 
counselor, principal or staff member to contact the 
student.

• Principals sent surveys to parents requesting 
feedback on their individual eLearning experience, 
including any challenges with the internet, 
eLearning and how their child is doing in general.

• Teachers, counselors and principals were tracking 
former at-risk students, as well as new at-risk 
students due to the pandemic. Communication 
attempts and all connections were tracked in 
effort to help the student.

• Principals, counselors and teachers connected 
with at-risk students individually via phone or 
Zoom, encouraging them and helping them in 
whatever way they could.

• MVCSC behavior specialists conducted nurture 
groups with many elementary classes. In these 
engagements, students would practice skills 
needed to respond to each other and discuss their 
needs during this stressful time.

• One high school teacher offered her students 
to substitute a “Corona Act of Kindness” for an 
assignment. She did this after learning of some of 
her students’ specific family challenges of having 
to care for a loved one during this time. All her 
students completed at least one act of kindness. 

• Several community morale-boosting activities 
helped keep the Mt. Vernon community 
connected. A few of these activities were a 
“Super Staff Challenge” (dinner sponsored by 
a local utility company), social media themed 
days, uplifting video messages, creating a staff 
cookbook, and staff parades led by a bus and 
local law enforcement. 

the pandemic. Ms. Bond shared, 
“There were many triumphs, 
celebrations, and many lessons 
learned. MVCSC was fortunate 
to have been a 1:1 technology 
district for five years and have had 
several (single) eLearning days 
prior to the pandemic. With this 
experience, our staff and students 
were able to make lemonade 
out of lemons and embrace this 
unique learning challenge.”

At Wawasee Community 
School Corporation, 
Superintendent Tom Edington 
shared, “When the virus 
interrupted our regular teaching 

and learning, employees jumped into recovery mode to maintain 
educational, social, emotional, health and nutrition functions for our 
students and community.  We adapted as situations changed to include the 
remainder of the school year.  What I’ll remember later will be the ‘can do’ 
attitude of our caring staff and community!”

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AND CONNECTIONS
Michael Morris, Monroe Central board member, described their 

efforts to keep students connected and engaged. “Many students had 
birthdays during the shutdown and were unable to have traditional 
birthday parties due to social distancing measures,” he said. “In an effort to 
raise spirits and show the students that they were missed, several teachers 
and staff members would form a caravan on student birthdays and drive 
to their home and sing ‘Happy Birthday’ from their cars. The elementary 
school faculty and staff also conducted a last day of school parade. The 
parade drove through the neighboring towns with car decorations and 
messages of encouragement and congratulations for the student’s successful 
completion of a challenging school year.”

From Dr. Edington at Wawasee CSC: “The other bright light from 
the past several months is the variety of videos made by teachers, staff 
members and parents to keep connections and honor others during 
stressful times. Virtual end-of-year award programs were a wonderful way 
to connect to those kept physically apart due to these unique times.”

STAFF AND SENIOR RECOGNITIONS
Clinton Prairie School Corporation Superintendent Amanda 

Whitlock shared that her school corporation launched a yard sign 

Mt. Vernon Community School 
Corporation’s Kelsey Rusk, Fortville 
Elementary Kindergarten Teacher, 
shares how she misses her students 
through the districts’ daily social media 
campaign on “Miss You Monday.”
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campaign to recognize graduating seniors as well as staff. She 
said, “Our teachers have been rock stars throughout this changing 
time in education. We wanted them to feel the love as well. Our 
administrative team drove to each staff member’s home and placed 
a Gopher Great sign in their yard.” 

Morris, from Monroe Central, also described their efforts to 
recognize seniors. “A social media Senior Spotlight was created 
for our 2020 Senior class, which included a picture, their future 
plans and their favorite memory from their time in school. Our 
athletic department also had a Spring Sport Senior Day, where 
the AD and school mascot went to each senior’s house to take 
a picture and present a certificate and flower. The picture and 
athlete’s profile was also posted 
on social media to showcase 
their achievements. Signs 
with each senior’s name were 
also displayed in front of the 
school. A Celebration Parade is 
planned for what was originally 
the day of our graduation 
ceremony. Although the formal 
ceremony was pushed to July, 
we wanted to do something to 
honor them on the day their 
graduation ceremony would 
have taken place.”

Dr. Allen Bourff, 
superintendent, and Amanda 
Shera, board member for 

Hamilton Southeastern Schools, shared the following on 
their unique senior night recognition celebrations: “In light 
of the months-long school closures and the elimination of 
significant end-of-year experiences for seniors, the City of 
Fishers expressed a desire to recognize the seniors of Fishers and 
Hamilton Southeastern High Schools and celebrate the milestone 
of graduation. A video tribute was produced that captured 
congratulatory remarks from individuals representing city, school, 
business, government, sports and entertainment. Conner Prairie 
opened its parking lots and grounds for an old-fashioned drive-
in movie type event, featuring a video presentation on five big 
screens followed by fireworks. This was done on two consecutive 
evenings May 29 and 30, reflecting the dates of the original 
commencement plans for both high schools.” 

eLEARNING
As stated in Dr. Aleesia Johnson, superintendent of 

Indianapolis Public Schools, and Board President Michael 
O’Connor’s column in this issue of The Journal, IPS had 6,000 
students taking high school coursework that needed the right 
technology for digital learning essentially overnight. Of these, 
at least half did not have access to a device with a keyboard that 
they could use for school work. About 30% did not have access 
to a reliable internet connection. “But before we could focus on 
how to secure and pay for technology, we first had to figure out 
who were those students who needed it. More than 100 IPS staff 
members spent their time calling all our high school families to 

Clinton Prairie Jr. Sr. High School Principal, Kirsten Clark (left) and Jr. Sr. High 
School English/Language Arts Teacher, Sarah Sabens (right)
show support with their “Gopher Great” signs.

Conner Prairie opened its parking lots and grounds for an old-fashioned drive-in movie type event, featuring a video 
presentation on five big screens followed by fireworks to recognize the graduating seniors of Fishers and Hamilton 
Southeastern High Schools. 
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determine which of them needed laptops, and to confirm reliable, 
safe addresses for them. These phone calls took place in at least 
five languages – English, Spanish, French, Swahili and Arabic – to 
ensure we were able to communicate with all our families.”

At Benton Community School Corporation, board member 
Bob Sondgeroth (also ISBA Region 4 Director) described the 
school district’s communication efforts for continuous learning 
implementation for students in the spring semester: “BCSC sent 
e-mail notifications through our Harmony Student Information 
System, we posted all letters on our websites, sent the information 
out to local news agencies, through social media, translating into 
Spanish for those that needed it, and mailed the letters out to those 
who do not have a valid e-mail address in our system.” Sondgeroth 
went on to share that “BCSC students accessed instruction and 
lessons through school-issued Chromebooks in grades 7-12, and 
K-6 students accessed materials through identified devices at 
home. The school corporation provided additional Wi-Fi hotspots 
outside its schools in the parking lots to allow additional and 
greater internet access. BCSC is also providing packets of materials 
for pick-up or by mail to those students that have communicated 

the need for these materials due to limited access to connectivity or 
devices.”

BOARD LEADERSHIP AND VIRTUAL BOARD 
MEETINGS

Regarding board development and leadership, Bob Gerber, 
school board member for Tri-County School Corporation, 
stated, “We needed to re-schedule our winter facilitated work 
session (school board retreat) to early April. With the early stages 
of the coronavirus shut down, I contacted Lisa Tanselle, ISBA 
lead attorney, on her advice and direction. Lisa recommended that 
we try having a “virtual retreat” versus any type of face-to-face 
meeting, for both legal and public perception reasons. We had a 
virtual retreat Zoom meeting on a Friday for six hours, from early 
afternoon to early evening. We met again with another Zoom 
session for several hours on Saturday morning. This worked so well 
that we also had a virtual school board meeting in May to conduct 
essential business. This is just one way in which we have adapted to 
the coronavirus pandemic.”

Regarding virtual board meetings that have been required and 
now permitted under current executive order, school boards from 
every region of the state were responsive to demonstrating effective 
board governance by conducting essential business remotely. Many 
different methods and online platforms were deployed, but the 
public and media continued to have access to these meetings, 
and board members fulfilled their oaths of office to provide 
timely leadership in the face of a crisis. This response illustrates 
that remote board member participation is viable during the 
pandemic and perhaps afterwards and ISBA will consider pursuing 
legislation to change the Open Door law to provide permanent 
flexibility.

Looking to the future regarding the commencement of the 
2020-21 school year, your task of developing, adopting and 
implementing a school re-opening plan will be hard work and 
many difficult decisions are ahead. ISBA will continue to issue 
weekly guidance on our Coronavirus Resources page, including 
FAQs and model resolutions, which can be found on the ISBA 
homepage at: www.isba-ind.org. Please let us know how we can 
continue to support your school board as you move forward with 
these tremendous endeavors. We will respond to your request for 
informational resources and guidance as quickly as possible. Finally, 
ISBA will continue to advocate for funding support to address 
students’ learning needs and the additional costs of meeting the 
IN-CLASS health and safety guidelines. 

If so, give us a call to schedule a meeting with an ISBA representative 
to share our long-standing, proven process for finding the best 
applicants for your next superintendent or key administrative position. 

www.isba-ind.org
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By Dr. Michael T. Adamson, Director of Board Services

MAKING 
HARD CHOICES 

in Tough Times
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I had no idea 
when I drafted 
the themes 

for the 2020 issues 
of The Journal 
last fall, just how 
much this issue’s 
theme would 
actually represent 
the climate 
across our state, 

throughout the country and over the entire 
world. The COVID-19 pandemic has left no one 
unaffected by its catastrophic effect upon every 
facet of our lives. There is not a single community 
that has escaped unscathed and the psychological 
and physical wounds left in the wake of this world-
wide crisis will not subside overnight.  It has led 
many people to worry about whether we will ever 
recover, or will we regain the lives we lived before the 
pandemic? My unofficial and admittedly optimistic 
prediction is that I believe we will recover. There 
is already ample evidence that the state and nation 
are in various stages within their individual recovery 
timelines. Even with potential setbacks, recovery is 
still a safe long-term prognosis. The greater question 
is whether our lives will be as they were before the 
health crisis? My prediction in response to that 
question does not hold the same degree of optimism. 
In fact, I am convinced our lives most certainly will 
not be the same, but the question remains, if not the 
same, then to what degree will our lives be different 
than before?

Unfortunately, when anyone makes a prediction 
like that, the first inclination is to believe that things 
will be worse. That is not necessarily true though, 
unless your interpretation of different is “worse.” 
Anytime situations occur that challenge the status 
quo, a normal first reaction is to resist any changes 
that threaten the way we live, the way we work, and 
of course, the way we educate our children. However, 
if we are as resilient as we like to tell everyone we 
are, it means that we must strive to meet the tests 
that life periodically challenges us to overcome. 

History has proven this time after time. Progress 
never comes without a cost and some of the greatest 
advancements in our country have been realized in 
the aftermath of calamity and sacrifice that, in turn, 
gave birth to greater prosperity and opportunity.

This article is not intended as a kumbaya pep 
talk because there can be no progress without paying 
a cost and paving the way to our new normal will 
not happen overnight. That is nowhere more evident 
than in our system of K-12 public education. Our 
new normal will require making more hard choices. 
It has become noticeably clear that easy choices will 
not provide a path for recovery and easy choices do 
not provide a means to emerge on the other side of 
the crisis better prepared for future uncertainties. 
Besides, if the decisions and actions to remedy the 
current crisis were easy, they would have already 
been made and any unresolved worries regarding our 
immediate future would have been set aside a long 
time ago.

During times like these, I often hear board 
members question why they entertained becoming 
a board member in the first place? Without a doubt, 
it is much easier to find enjoyment in being a school 
board member during those seasons when the board 
is making popular decisions, but it is the loneliest job 
in the world when the decisions you are being asked 
to support are met with intense opposition, and 
especially when decisions must be rendered without 
any benefit of absolute foreknowledge. However, it 
is in the latter when the resolve of board members is 
tested. 

Tough choices do not always represent the most 
complex or intricate decisions to make because 
even the toughest choices often represent the most 
obvious course of action in any given circumstance. 
What makes some choices tough when others are 
quite easy is the anticipated fallout or inevitable 
consequences these decisions carry, the ones that, 
although they may represent the best option or 
solution for a current dilemma, are still likely to 
garner heated opposition or criticism. Making 
decisions you know you must make, but still wish 
you did not have to make, is the thankless part of 

I
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the job that every board member faces. However, shouldering 
that expectation conscientiously is the true test of responsible 
governance oversight.

It is clear that tough choices are going to be the norm for 
school board members for the foreseeable future. Nothing is 
getting easier, that is for sure. With all the uncertainties of 
providing education in the aftermath of COVID-19, coupled 
with the resurgence and urgency of conversations and various 
institutional reactions to the societal issues of equity and equality, 
difficult decisions and hard choices are guaranteed to be on school 
board agendas in the months ahead. Nothing could adequately 
prepare us for this time, but here we 
are, smack dab in the middle of it and 
without a play book to call the shots. 
It is not a comfortable position to be 
in, but do not minimize the value of 
your presence and leadership in times 
like these. The reason you were elected 
has not changed and your charge 
to represent your communities’ best 
interests in public education has never 
been more important.

Sailing in uncharted waters may 
be temporarily unnerving, but it can 
also be exciting and challenging. It 
is when you have survived to reach 
a safe harbor, even if it represents 
a temporary respite, you will find you have gained experience 
through lessons learned on your journey to that point. Those 
lessons are representative of the challenges you have overcome, 
as well as the ones that temporarily caused setbacks. Those 
events build confidence and provide much needed experiential 
knowledge, should the future hold similar challenges. Our present 
actions often provide lessons for our futures. We can see that very 
vividly as we continue to experience the COVID-19 event that 
derailed public education this past spring across the country and 
around the world. 

Nothing like this has happened in our lifetimes and the full 
ramifications of its future impact cannot be accurately predicted. 
Consequently, we are all operating without complete information 
and while that is not anyone’s fault, it does not give school boards 
a license to not make decisions based on the latest available 
information. The key to decision-making during a crisis is doing 
everything possible to stay informed with the latest information 

from which decisions can be based. Of course, it is true that the 
latest information may not be the best information, but when 
critical action is dependent upon timely decisions, the latest 
information is the best available. No one can realistically ask more 
of you or your administrators during those times when necessary 
operational decisions must be made more quickly and without 
absolute data to support the decision.

There is one additional word of caution to accompany making 
decisions during a crisis. Be certain you have a decision-making 
triage in place. It is never business as usual during a crisis, so be 
certain the decisions you are considering are essential for the 

moment. Invariably, not every question 
requires an immediate decision based 
on information that is currently 
available. Some of those decisions 
can likely be delayed until additional 
information is available from which 
you can more confidently make a more 
qualified decision. 

The ability to make decisions with 
absolute certainty is always difficult in 
times of crisis and that has been very 
evident since COVID-19 disrupted 
our lives. To be sure, second-guessing 
some of the decisions made during 
this time will be common as they 
are scrutinized through a “would-of, 

could-of, should-of ” lens. Remember … only hindsight is 20/20. 
Building your pandemic play book will be a work in process, 

long after the dust has settled, but before you are finished, you will 
likely face many decisions that you never imagined would be asked 
of you. Do not waiver in your resolve or determination to provide 
leadership and do not delay making critical decisions because you 
believe next month’s information might be more revelatory. 

Effective governance is always a work in progress and your 
efforts follows on the heels of those that preceded you, just as 
your efforts will pave the path for those who follow you. Each 
succeeding team will build on the experience of their predecessors. 
Do your very best to leave the work better than when you found 
it, work diligently to provide calm in times of chaos, and strive to 
ensure that your school corporation is viewed as the example of 
effective and efficient crisis management in your community. In 
times like these, you have a unique opportunity to educate your 
community by example; take advantage of the opportunity. 

|  BOARD SERVICES UPDATE |

With all the uncertainties of 
providing education in the 

aftermath of COVID-19, coupled 
with the resurgence and 

urgency of conversations and 
various institutional reactions to 
the societal issues of equity and 
equality, difficult decisions and 
hard choices are guaranteed to 
be on school board agendas in 

the months ahead.
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GENERAL COUNSEL UPDATE

A s the 2019-2020 
term of the United 
States Supreme 

Court came to an end, the 
Court issued a significant 
opinion impacting employers 
across the country, including 
public school corporations, 
school boards and school 
administrators. In a case 
wherein the Court was asked 

whether firing an employee for being homosexual or transgender 
constituted discrimination on the basis of “sex” under Title VII of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Court concluded yes.1

Earlier in its term, the Court accepted three employment 
discrimination cases on certiorari and consolidated them into 
one.2 In the Bostock case, a 10-year county employee was fired 
for conduct unbecoming a county employee when he began 
participating in a gay recreational softball league. In the Zarda 
case, a skydiving instructor was fired after several seasons with 
the company when he mentioned that he was gay. In the Harris 
Funeral Homes case, an employee who presented as a male when 

hired, but six years later announced that she planned to live and 
work as a woman after returning from vacation, was fired. All 
three employees alleged that their employers violated Title VII by 
engaging in sex discrimination.

The Court began its analysis by stating that it normally 
interprets a statute in accord with the “ordinary public meaning 
of its terms at the time of its enactment.” The Court thus framed 
the issue as follows: Whether the ordinary public meaning of Title 
VII’s words that it is unlawful for an employer to fail or refuse 
to hire or discharge any individual, or otherwise to discriminate 
against any individual with respect to his compensation, terms, 
conditions, or privileges of employment, because of such 
individual’s race, color, religion, sex, or national origin allows 
an employer to dismiss an employee for being homosexual or 
transgender. 

To determine the ordinary public meaning of Title VII, the 
Court then proceeded to define critical words used in the statute, 
beginning with the word “sex,” and how sex was defined in 1964, 
the year the Civil Rights Act was passed. The employers argued 

By Lisa F. Tanselle, Esq., General Counsel

U.S. SUPREME 
COURT ISSUES 
IMPORTANT
TITLE VII
DECISION: 
The Significance of Words  
and Their Definitions
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that “sex” in 1964 referred to a person’s “status as either male or 
female as determined by reproductive biology.” The employees 
asserted the term had a broader scope, even in 1964, including 
gender identity and sexual orientation. For the sake of argument, 
the Court accepted the employers’ interpretation.

Having defined sex, the Court then noted Title VII 
prohibits employers from taking certain actions “because of ” 
sex. Considering previous opinions, the Court concluded that 
the ordinary meaning of “because of ” was “by reason of ” or “on 
account of.” The Court further noted that the “because of ” test 
incorporates the “but-for causation” standard, meaning that the 
but-for test requires a court to “change one thing at a time and see 
if the outcome changes. If it does, [the court has] found a but-for 
cause.” Applying this to Title VII cases, the Court stated that “the 
adoption of the traditional but-for causation standard means a 
defendant cannot avoid liability just by citing some other factor 
that contributed to its challenged employment decision. So long 
as the plaintiff ’s sex was one but-for cause of that decision, that is 
enough to trigger the law.” 

The next word the Court defined was 
“discriminate,” and again, defined as used in 
1964. Citing a 1954 edition of the Webster’s 
Dictionary, the Court noted to discriminate 
meant, “to make a difference in treatment 
or favor (of one as compared with others).” 
Citing a 2006 decision, the Court noted “to 

discriminate against a person would seem to 
mean treating that individual worse than others 
who are similarly situated.” The Court further 
noted that in “disparate treatment” cases, such 
as this one, the difference in treatment based 
on sex much be intentional. Taking all this 
together, the Court stated that “an employer 
who intentionally treats a person worse because 

of sex – such as by firing the person for actions or attributes it would 
tolerate in an individual of another sex – discriminates against that 
person in violation of Title VII.” 

The last statutory word considered by the Court was 
“individual.” The Court did not consider any definition for the 
word, but instead considered whether an employer’s treatment 
of groups rather than individuals could satisfy the duty to not 
discriminate on the basis of sex. Because Title VII uses the word 
“individual” several times, the Court concluded the analysis had to 
focus on individuals and not groups.

After consideration of these words used in the statute, and 
their definitions, the Court concluded the ordinary public 
meaning of the statute, at the time it was adopted, resulted in the 
following straightforward rule:

An employer violates Title VII when it intentionally fires 
an individual employee based in part on sex. It doesn’t matter 
if other factors besides the plaintiff ’s sex contributed to the 
decision. And it doesn’t matter if the employer treated women 
as a group the same when compared to men as a group. If the 

The Court concluded “it is impossible 
to discriminate against a person for 
being homosexual or transgender 
without discriminating against that 

individual based on sex.”
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employer intentionally relies in part on an employee’s sex when 
deciding to discharge the employee – put differently, if changing 
the employee’s sex would have yielded a different choice by the 
employer – a statutory violation has occurred. 

Applying this rule to the facts of this case, the Court 
concluded “it is impossible to discriminate against a person for 
being homosexual or transgender without discriminating against 
that individual based on sex.” The Court gave several examples. 
In a situation where an employer has two employees who are 

attracted to men, but one is a woman and the other is a man, if 
the employer fires the male employee, the employer discriminates 
against him for traits or actions it tolerate in female employees. 
In a situation where an employee was identified as a male at 
birth, but now identifies as a female, if the employer fires that 
individual but retains an employee identified as female at birth, 
the employer intentionally penalizes a person identified as male at 
birth for traits or actions that it tolerates in an employee identified 
as female at birth. Because homosexuality and transgender status 

are inextricably bound up with 
sex, “to discriminate on these 
grounds requires an employer 
to intentionally treat individual 
employees differently because 
of their sex.” More simply 
stated by the Court: “An 
individual’s homosexuality 
or transgender status is not 
relevant to employment 
decisions.”

The employers tried to 
convince the Court to go 
beyond the statutory language 
and consider the intentions 
of Congress when it passed 
the law and the anticipated 
outcomes of the law. But the 
Court rejected that suggestion, 
concluding that legislative 
history had no bearing in 
this case where there was no 
ambiguity in the language. The 
Court acknowledged that male-
on-male sexual harassment 
was likely not an expected 
outcome of the statute when 
it was passed in 1964, but that 
did not stop the Court in 1998 
from concluding the plain 
words of Title VII prohibited 
it. Additionally, the employers 
attempted to assert there 
would be undesirable policy 
consequences if the Court 
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School corporations are complex 
organizations with many moving 
parts. Corporations must have clear 

policies to guide the day to day operations in 
order to operate effectively. Rossville Schools 
have been fortunate to team up with ISBA and 
utilize their Comprehensive Policy Management 
Services (CPMS). CPMS has been instrumental in 
guiding Rossville School’s policy development 
to ensure policies are up-to-date, on point, and 
necessary. I have been extremely pleased with 
the service and hold it in high regard.”

- Dr. James Hanna, Superintendent 
Rossville Consolidated Schools

We are very thankful to ISBA for their 
continued support through their policy 
service. Our board greatly appreciates 

their ability to adapt legal requirements and 
policy to fit the individual needs of our school 
district. Their customer support and 
availability are remarkable and set their 
service apart from others.”

- Scot D. Croner, PhD, Superintendent  
Wa-Nee Community Schools
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concluded employers cannot consider sexual orientation and 
gender identity in employment actions. Specifically, they raised 
concerns about enforcing policies on sex-segregated bathrooms 
and lockers, as well as dress codes. The Court dismissed those 
arguments, saying none of those issues were before them in this 
case. The Court reiterated that the only issue before them was 
whether an employer who fires an employee for being homosexual 
or transgender has discriminated against that individual because of 
the individual’s sex.

Lastly, the employers expressed concern about an employer’s 
requirement to abide by Title VII when that may violate the 
employer’s religious convictions. The Court noted the statutory 
exception in Title VII for religious organizations, the possible 
application of First Amendment principles, and the possible impact 
of the federal Religious Freedom Restoration Act on that issue. 
But, again the Court stated that was a question for another case.

Thus, while a significant decision from the Court in its 
interpretation of words in Title VII, apparently its conclusion only 
is an employer who fires an employee for being gay or transgender 
violates the law. 

REFERENCES
1    Bostock v. Clayton County, Georgia, 590 U.S. ___ (2020)
2   The two other cases consolidated with Bostock were Altitude Express, Inc., et al. v. Zarda et al., 

as Co-Independent Executors of the Estate of Zarda and R.G. & G.R. Harris Funeral Homes, Inc. v. 
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By Julie M. Slavens, Senior Counsel/Director of Policy Services

Policy  
Advisor

This article will discuss additional actions taken by the 2020 
Indiana General Assembly relating to policy considerations by 
Indiana school boards. The legislative action will be referred to 
as the enrolled act designation and its public law number. The 
enrolled acts may be found on the Indiana General Assembly 
website at http://iga.in.gov/ by clicking on the Bills tab in the 
upper right-hand corner of the page and putting the bill number 
in the drop-down box. The effective date for all Acts is July 1, 
2020, unless otherwise noted. 

A. HEA 1003, P.L. 92-2020 – PERFORMANCE 
BASED ACCREDITATION 

Section 69 of this Act adds a new chapter to the Indiana 
Code codified as IC 20-31-4.1 and is effective upon passage, 
which was March 18, 2020. The new chapter addresses 
Performance Based Accreditation. The law requires the 

Indiana State Board of Education (SBOE) to establish a new 
performance based accreditation system for public schools. As 
part of this system, the law allows the SBOE to approve waivers 
of certain state laws and regulations and requires the SBOE 
to establish a procedure for application and review of a school 
corporation’s waiver application.

The statute allows a school or a group of schools (i.e. a school 
corporation) to submit an application to the SBOE requesting 
flexibility and waiver of any provision in Title 20 or 511 Indiana 
Administrative Code (IAC) that will aid the school(s) to do one 
or more of the following:

(1) improve student performance and outcomes;

(2)  offer the applicant flexibility in the administration of 
educational programs or improve the efficiency of school 
operations;

(3)  promote innovative educational approaches to student 
learning; or

(4)  advance the mission or purpose of the school or group of 
schools.

The application must include the provisions of Title 20 and/
or the regulations in 511 IAC the school(s) are requesting to 
be waived by the SBOE. The application must also include 
the specific goals and/or outcomes outlined above which the 
school(s) intends to achieve with the waiver and how the waiver 
will achieve the stated goals or outcomes. In addition, the 
application must include the school board’s resolution approving 

TOPIC:  2020 INDIANA GENERAL ASSEMBLY ACTION – PART II
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the application for the waiver. 
The resolution must be adopted by 

the school board and should contain 
provisions on the goals and outcomes 
to be achieved and at least a general 
statement of the provisions requested 
to be waived. The SBOE has not yet 
established the accreditation system or the 
waiver application process. The SBOE process 
may require specific provisions for the school board 
resolution; thus, school boards applying for a waiver 
before the SBOE adoption of rules should include in their 
resolutions specific provisions concerning the requested waiver 
statutes and regulations. While the SBOE has not yet adopted 
rules addressing the application of waivers process, the Indiana 
State Department of Education (IDOE) has provided a method 
for the applications of waivers to be submitted beginning July 1, 
2020, the date the Act goes into effect. The applications must 
be submitted through the IDOE accountability portal and will 
be forwarded to SBOE for its review. The law allows the SBOE 
to review the approved waivers periodically to determine if the 
school(s) are meeting the goal or outcome stated in the waiver 
and gives the SBOE authority to amend, suspend, or revoke the 
approved waiver if the stated goals or outcomes are not being 
met by the school.

One important note, the new law provides a list of statutory 
provisions in Title 20 that cannot be waived. Approximately 40 
provisions cannot be waived, which would include the statutory 
related regulations. Some of the statutory provisions that cannot 
be waived are criminal history checks, child protection index 
checks, various school bus laws, teacher contract law, collective 
bargaining law, various curriculum requirements, accountability 
law, graduation requirements, ILEARN program, equal 
education opportunity laws, student health and safety measures, 
special education law, various school fund and accounting laws, 
homeless and foster care children, and school scholarships. A 
complete list of provisions that cannot be waived may be found 
in IC 20-31-4.1-7.

B. HEA 1066, P.L. 155-2020 – STUDENT 
TRANSFERS – SCHOOL EMPLOYEES’ 
CHILDREN

Section 7 of this Act amends IC 20-26-11-6.5, which 
addresses the acceptance of transfer students who are children 

of school employees that do not 
have legal settlement in the school 
corporation where the employee 
works. The law requires all school 
corporations to accept the transfer 

requests of students who are 
employees of the school corporation 

but do not have legal settlement in 
the school corporation; this statute was 

amended last year to require the employee to 
have an annual salary of at least $8000 for the school 

corporation to be required to accept their children as transfer 
students in the school corporation where the employee works. 
The amendment in this Act adds a provision requiring the 
children of employees who are employed in an extracurricular 
position under the collective bargaining agreement and has 
an annual salary of at least $3000 to be accepted as transfer 
students. The amendment requires the employee to reside in 
Indiana and the school corporation must have the capacity to 
accept the employees’ transfer students. 

The Act adds a provision for the school corporations 
who have a policy of not accepting any transfer students. The 
statute has always required such schools to accept students 
who are children of school employees as transfer students. The 
amendment in this Act conditions this requirement upon the 
school employee living in Indiana and earning at least $8000 
per year as an employee or $3000 per year as an employee in 
an extracurricular position. The amendment allows a school 
corporation to deny the transfer if it does not have the capacity 
to accept the transfer students. If more transfer students meet 
the criteria than there is capacity, the school corporation must 
conduct a random drawing in a public meeting to determine the 
students who will be accepted as a transfer student.

A school board that has adopted a policy to not accept 
transfer students should consider amending its policy to reflect 
the new requirement. A school board that does accept transfer 
students should review their transfer policies and consider 
amending them to comply with this new requirement. While 
the law requires transfer students to be accepted if the employee 
meets the salary requirements, the salary amount is a required 
threshold amount, a school corporation has the option to lower 
the statutory salary amount or not require a minimum salary as 
part of the criteria for its policy.
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C. HEA 1066, P.L. 155-2020 – STUDENT 
SUSPENSION – CREDIT FOR SCHOOL WORK

Section 18 of this Act amends the student suspension 
statute requiring a student who is suspended to complete 
all assignments and schoolwork during the period of the 
suspension. During the 2019 Indiana General Assembly, this 
law was amended to require the principal to provide the student 
notice of the assignments and other schoolwork and the teacher 
contact information so the student may contact the teacher with 
any questions about the assignments. Last year’s amendment 
was silent as to the grade or credit to be given to the student for 
the work completed while suspended. This year’s amendment 
requires the student to receive credit or a grade in the same 
manner as a student who is not suspended would receive for the 
assignments and homework completed during the suspension 
period. This amendment requires a local school corporation to 
apply its grading and credit policy to the work completed while 
a student is suspended; no grade or credit reductions should 
be taken on the completed work due to the student being 
suspended. 

Section 17 of this Act requires a public school to provide a 
copy of the discipline records of a student who is enrolled and 
currently attending the requesting school if the disciplinary 
records are related to the safety of students at the requesting 
school. The amendment also requires an accredited private 
school to provide a copy of a student’s discipline record even 
though it is not providing copies of other student records due 
to the non-payment of outstanding tuition owed by the parents 
of the student who is the subject of the disciplinary records 
request. This amendment is compatible with the requirement 
in FERPA that disciplinary records are education records and 
should be included when the education records are transferred 
to another school where the student has enrolled. A school 
board is not required to adopt a policy; if a school board has a 
policy on the transfer of student records, it should be reviewed 
and updated to comply with this statutory requirement.

D. HEA 1063, P.L. 44-2019 – BLEEDING 
CONTROL KITS – REMINDER

The 2019 Indiana General Assembly passed legislation 
requiring all school corporations to develop and implement a 
Stop the Bleed program; the requirement for this program is 
effective this coming 2020-2021 school year and is contingent 
upon the school corporation receiving monies for the bleed kits 

to be in every school building in the school corporation. The 
monies may come from one or more of the following sources:

1. An appropriation by the Indiana General Assembly

2. Donations of a sufficient number of bleeding control kits 
from individuals or entities

3. Donations of gifts of money to purchase the necessary 
number of bleeding control kits

The requirements of the Stop the Bleed program are set out 
in the law. The program must include every school in the school 
corporation. Below are the other requirements of the Stop the 
Bleed program.

1. require bleeding control kits be assigned to designated 
rooms in easily accessible locations to be determined by local 
first responders or the school safety specialist;

2.  include bleeding control kits in the emergency plans of the 
school corporation including the presentation and use of the 
bleeding control kits in all drills and emergencies;

3.  provide that all school corporations have a minimum of 
five (5) individuals in each school building who obtain 
appropriate training in the use of the bleeding control kit, 
including the proper application of pressure to stop bleeding, 
the application of dressings or bandages, additional pressure 
techniques to control bleeding, and the correct application 
of tourniquets;

4. require bleeding control kits in school inventories to be 
inspected annually to ensure that the materials, supplies, 
and equipment contained in the bleeding control kits are 
not expired and that any expired materials, supplies, and 
equipment are replaced as necessary; and

5. require a bleeding control kit to be restocked after each use 
and any materials, supplies, and equipment to be replaced as 
necessary to ensure that the bleeding control kit contains all 
necessary materials, supplies, and equipment.
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2020 CALENDAR  
OF EVENTS

For more information on ISBA meetings and 
locations visit our website at www.isba-ind.org

JULY 22
ISBA June School Law Seminar 
Ivy Tech Conference Center/Zoom Webinar

AUGUST 12
ISBA/IAPSS/IASBO Budget/Finance Seminar 
Ivy Tech Conference Center/Zoom Webinar

AUGUST 21
ISBA/IAPSS Collective Bargaining  
Ivy Tech Conference Center

SEPTEMBER 28-29 
ISBA/IAPSS 71st Annual Fall Conference 
Indiana Convention Center/Zoom Webinar

OCTOBER 26  
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 4) – The Trails

OCTOBER 27  
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 3) – Goeglein’s

OCTOBER 28  
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 7) – The Inn at 
DePauw

OCTOBER 29  
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 6) – Willie and 
Red’s

NOVEMBER 2 
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 9) – Klubhaus 61

NOVEMBER 4 
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 10) – The Pines

NOVEMBER 5 
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 5) – Bel-Air 
Events

NOVEMBER 9 
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 2) – Christo’s

NOVEMBER 10  
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 1) – Teibel’s

NOVEMBER 11 
Fall Regional Meetings (Region 8) – The Nest

DECEMBER 9
ISBA December School Law Seminar  
Ivy Tech Conference Center/Zoom Webinar

 

Information on training courses for Stop The Bleed may be found at  
http://www.in.gov/dhs/4095.htm. 

The school safety plan must include the locations of the bleeding control kits 
once such locations have been determined. School personnel is immune from civil 
liability for any act done or omitted in the use of a bleeding control kit unless the 
actions or omission constitutes gross negligence or willful or wanton misconduct. 
The statutory citation for the Stop The Bleed is IC 20-34-3-24. No policy is 
required by this law, but a school board may adopt a policy or, more appropriately, 
procedures for its Stop The Bleed program. 

If you have any questions or would like a copy of any document referred to in this 
article, please contact Julie M. Slavens, Senior Counsel/Director of Policy Services, by 
phone: 317/639-4362 or by e-mail: jslavens@isba-ind.org.

BoardDocs can:

• Support the management of multiple books (e.g., policies,  

 administrative regulations, forms/exhibits, handbooks, etc.)

• Support locally defined policy categories, code numbers, 

 and policy titles 

• Minimize problems with version control of draft and final policies 

• Include robust word-processing, tracking changes, and 

 editing/layout capabilities

• Allow role-specific access (e.g., editing versus view only)

• Allow full-text searching on local district content as well as

 access to non-district content through BoardDocs MetaSearch 

• Permit electronic linking to internal and external resources

 and reference material (e.g., to the state statutes) 

•        And more!

The BoardDocs PL is for groups that do not already have an online 

policy management system in place or are looking for a better,

more cost-effective system. Districts that subscribe to BoardDocs LT

or BoardDocs Pro Meeting Management Systems have all of the 

functionality of the policy feature built in!

boarddocs.com

A Simple Way to Get
Your Policies Online
The Indiana School Boards Association has partnered with
BoardDocs to deliver their policies and publications directly
to BoardDocs instances. 
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By Dr. Jerry Thacker, Superintendent, and  
Lucha Ramey, Director of Communications of  
Penn-Harris-Madison School Corporation

FEATURED SCHOOL DISTRICT

I t reads like something from a George Orwell novel ... a 
microscopic enemy declares “war” on the physical and 
psychological well-being of the citizens of the world. 

Hospitals become the front line in a fight against a worldwide 
pandemic. The assembly lines of industry powerhouses grind to a 
screeching halt, shifting gears to produce vital medical equipment. 
The “free world” shelters in place. Homes across the country 
become workplaces and school houses simultaneously – in an 
instant – all while the laundry and dishes continue to pile up! No 
person, industry or country on the planet has escaped the effects 
of COVID-19. But through it all, the education of our children 
had to continue. If ever there was a real-world exercise of growth 
mindset, flexibility, resourcefulness and fortitude, it has been the 
past three months.

From the onset, whether we wanted to admit it out loud or 
not, we all instinctively knew the educational system would be 
severely impacted by the coronavirus. For five to six hours a day, 
school buildings hold not only dozens or hundreds of students, 
but also dozens of staff of various ages carrying out a multitude of 
job responsibilities throughout the building and throughout the 
school district. Our schools are in essence miniature villages. One 
positive case of COVID-19 in one building could effectively shut 
down an entire district.

This was the scenario that Avon Community School 
Corporation faced. On Monday, March 9, the suburban 
Indianapolis school district made the wise decision to close 
its 12 schools and move to eLearning after the Hendricks 
County Health Department shared news of two Avon students 
displaying symptoms of COVID-19. Initially, the hope of Avon 
Superintendent Maggie Hoernemann was that after two weeks 
of deep cleaning of the two affected buildings in-person classes 

Dr. Jerry Thacker Lucha Ramey

Editor’s note: This is the third in a year-long series featuring  
Penn-Harris-Madison School Corporation.

MAKING TOUGH 
CHOICES
P-H-M administrators and teachers 
focus on developing an education 
model that will support all types of 
learners and continue to ensure 
that every student has a positive 
and successful educational 
experience that meets their needs 
– both inside and outside the 
traditional classroom.
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could resume on March 20. However, as we all now know, that did not happen 
for Avon or for the rest of us either. Penn-Harris-Madison wasn’t too far 
behind. By Thursday of that same week in the late afternoon of March 12, we 
notified parents that students would not report to school on Friday, March 13 
or Monday, March 16. We told them to prepare for extended eLearning for an 
undetermined length of time.

This was a hard decision for the P-H-M Board of School Trustees and 
P-H-M Administration. However, after countless hours of discussion of 
multiple scenarios over several days, it was clear that this was the safest choice 
not only for our students and families, but also for our staff. Safety has always 
been the top priority of the P-H-M Board and Administration. With that 
as our guiding principle, we had to put the well-being and health of our 
community first.

Like many school districts across the country, our early communications 
to our families about the coronavirus were reminders about hand hygiene, 
covering of the mouth and nose when sneezing, avoiding the touching one’s 
face and eyes, and avoiding close contact with those who were sick or who 
had travelled overseas to countries on the CDC watch list. We ramped up the 
cleaning of high traffic/high touch areas in our classrooms, throughout our 
school buildings and administrative offices. P-H-M’s first communication 
to mention COVID-19 came on Tuesday, March 3, followed by our second 
parent communication a week later on Tuesday, March 10. 

Things evolved at lightning speed during that one-week timeframe. 
Indiana’s first confirmed coronavirus case was announced on Friday, March 

Tweet from Bittersweet Kindergarten Teacher Mrs. 
Breeanna Wallick on the first day of eLearning.

P-H-M Food Service 
employees handed out 
nearly 91,000 meals 
during the shutdown 
(March 16-June 3.

Tweet from Mary Frank Elementary 4th grade Teacher Mrs. 
Lindsay Helman.
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6. By the following Tuesday, March 10, 
administrators from the three largest St. Joseph 
County school districts met with leaders of 
the St. Joseph County Department of Health 
(SJCDH) to discuss the evolving health 
protocols and procedures for COVID-19. At 
this point, Indiana State Department of Health 
Department (ISDH) testing data showed six 
positive cases. Most cases were in the central 

|  FEATURED SCHOOL DISTRICT |

Tweet from 4th grade Teacher & Mom Mrs. Helman on the 
first day of eLearning.

Tweet from Bittersweet’s Mrs. Wallick.

part of the state with no confirmed cases in St. Joseph County. Our discussion 
with the SJCDH also involved their notification process and the circumstances 
under which a school, or an entire school district, would close. We were 
advised not to make any changes to our academic or extracurricular calendars. 
The guidance provided at this time was for the elderly and those with serious 
medical underlying conditions to avoid large gatherings. After that meeting, we 
updated P-H-M families on what we had learned from SJCDH.

The P-H-M Administration Team reconvened the following day, 
Wednesday, March 11, and reviewed the major events that our schools were 
scheduled to host in the coming days and weekend. These were some of the big 
ones that we were most concerned about:

 Regional Robotics Tournament (40 high school FRC robotics teams from across 
Indiana and Michigan amounting to a crowd of more than 5,000 students, coaches, 
mentors, parents and fans for the three-day event hosted at Penn High School)

 District Elementary Spell Bowl (@200+ fourth, fifth, and sixth grade students 
participate in a districtwide event with numerous P-H-M staff on-hand assisting, and 
another 600 hundred parents and family members in the audience)

 National Junior Honor Society induction ceremonies at each of our three middle 
schools

 ISSMA preview concerts at our middle schools

 P-H-M DVT & Planetarium public shows (with the Digital Video Theater holding 100 
people)

 P-H-M Education Foundation fundraiser event

This list doesn’t include the fact that some of our buildings were being used 
for church services or that our Community Adult Education program conducts 
evening classes in some of our 15 buildings. When we looked over our list, we 
noticed that not only were these large crowd events, they were also events that 
brought large numbers of people from outside our school communities into our 
buildings. How would we clean and re-clean all of these areas to keep them 
safe for students and staff the following instructional day? Even if these events 
were considered safe, we weren’t sure that we had the custodial manpower to 
effectively clean these areas and ensure proper disinfection and sanitation for 
our students and staff by Monday morning. 

While it was a hard decision to make, it became clear that P-H-M had 
to postpone large community events for the remainder of the week through 
Sunday, March 15. This was not a popular decision. Postponing many of 
these events was in essence canceling them. The staff hours of planning that 
went into the development of these activities was huge. It was a decision that 
impacted thousands, many of whom were outside P-H-M. The determination 
was also made to put off all school field trips and travel to extracurricular 
activities.

And while we were beginning to craft the message to be sent to our families 
on Wednesday, March 11, we learned in a late afternoon news conference from 
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the County Health Department leaders that St. Joseph County 
had its first positive case of coronavirus. We were now certain 
that we had made the right choice to suspend activities for 
the rest of the week. In our parent communication, we stated 
that “P-H-M Administration will take the rest of this week to 
examine what future action may need to be taken.” 

What would come next was imminent. We all felt it. We, 
like many of our fellow school districts across the state, started 
mentally preparing for what would come next. And just a day 
after we had postponed all of our large community activities 
and limited student participation in extracurricular activities, 
on Thursday, March 12, Gov. Eric Holcomb issued his first 
executive order limiting non-essential gatherings to no more 
than 250 people. Gov. Holcomb instructed schools to follow 
the guidelines for such gatherings and advised them to closely 
examine student participation in extracurricular or co-curricular 
activities. He also gave school corporations a 20-day waiver 
to use as needed for the remainder of the academic year. The 
power was now in our hands to make the tough decision, to 

close or stay open. With input from the P-H-M Teachers 
Association and in consultation with the School Board, we erred 
on the side of caution and notified families that students would 
not report to school starting Friday, March 13. We built in some 
breathing space for our teachers, staff, students and families by 
using two waiver days right away and didn’t start eLearning 
until Tuesday, March 17.

We were the first school district in the St. Joseph County 
area to shut down. While the decision to close was obvious and 
natural, it wasn’t easy. We knew it would be a huge disruption 
in the lives of our families. However, while not ideal, instruction 
could continue by moving out of the classroom and going 
online. P-H-M is very fortunate to be a 1:1 district and has 
been utilizing eLearning for seven years. When making the call 
to cancel school due to the weather, we always ask ourselves, 
what is the safest choice for our students? Are the students safer 
staying at home? What are the risks? It is, of course, always 
more beneficial for students to be in school with teachers for 
in-person instruction. But having the option to easily transition 

On May 20, the last 
day of eLearning, 
P-H-M Athletic Fields 
were lit up for 20 
minutes to honor the 
loss of the Spring 
2020 sports season 
for Penn High School 
student-athletes.
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home with them. At the elementary level, they are kept at school. 
Kindergarteners use iPads, which aren’t necessarily ideal to access extended 
eLearning exercises. While teachers used their first two waiver days to prepare 
their first eLearning lessons, our school staff coordinated parents coming to 
the schools to pick up student personal items left behind. Our IT Department 
worked with elementary school principals to coordinate the distribution of 
extra Chromebooks that we fortunately had on hand. Our Building Techs 
would shift from not only supporting the technology needs of teachers and 
staff working from home, but to also supporting our students, who were now 
using their devices 100% of the school day and off hours as well.

A major factor that was not overlooked and that we grappled with was the 
awareness that many students are school-dependent. Many of our students 
depend on the two meals per day they receive at school. When students are 
physically with us, we are able to do wellness checks. The social emotional 
connection that we make with students is key, and for many students it is vital. 
School is their safe haven, away from less than ideal situations – or even worse 
– abusive homes. 

Also not forgotten, is that about 80% of a school district’s workforce are 
school year employees, not year round. Over time for larger school districts, 
many operations have become almost 24-7. But a school system provides 
educational services, which means we primarily function only when students 
are present. Bus drivers don’t work on snow days, neither do teachers’ aides and 
educational assistants. We also don’t operate our before and after school care for 
elementary students on inclement weather days. What would an unexpected 
and extended closure mean for our hourly school year employees?

The decision-making process for schools, across the state and country, 
was multifaceted and multi-layered. No choice was without an implication; 
the ripple effect seemed endless. This meant ongoing and informative 
communication with our two most important stakeholders, families and staff, 
would be essential.

At the end of day one of the shutdown, Friday, March 13, we sent our 
fifth communication to parents. We laid out our early eLearning plan and 
schedule, letting families know that free meal service would be available to 
every student in the district, regardless of free and reduced status, starting on 
the following Monday, March 16. In all, over more than 10 weeks, we sent 17 
communications to our parents via our emergency notification system using 
email, text messaging and phone calls. We also posted the information on our 
social media channels and District website.

Over that weekend of March 15 and before the start of the new week, we 
followed up with staff directly to lay out the plan for the coming week. While 
teachers had clear job expectations built into the virtual environment, what 
about everyone else? How can you pay staff with no real job responsibilities 
during a pandemic shut down? How do you avoid state regulations about ghost 
employment?

|  FEATURED SCHOOL DISTRICT |

instruction to the online platform allows us 
to always put safety first. We didn’t view this 
decision any differently.

P-H-M’s “Triangle of Success” connects 
teachers and parents to support our students. 
Communication and collaboration between 
adults is what sets students up for success. This 
is our guiding practice and works under normal 
circumstances; it was going to be needed now 
more than ever. In this new virtual environment, 
teachers would be remote and the parents would 
become the main facilitators helping their 
students at home, one-on-one. Parents and 
teachers would have to work together to educate 
students in this new homeschool setting.

Some things were tricky to figure out. While 
we are 1:1 with technology, only our middle and 
high school students take their Chromebooks 
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We have all wished it and even said it out loud a time or two 
…, “If things would just slow down enough, we’d have enough 
time to do …, …, and ….!” This is especially true in cyclical 
businesses like school districts. How could we make the most use 
of this time? Staff development was our answer. When would we 
ever again have a captive audience for 11 uninterrupted weeks? 
What better time to take advantage of people being locked 
indoors day in and day out!  

Penn-Harris-Madison School Corporation capitalized 
on this time for school year employee groups by providing 
intentional SEL professional development. We made the PD 
relatable to all employee groups, from classified employees, to 
bus drivers, to food service and custodial staff. We were laser 
focused on providing relatable information that, when we 
returned to our buildings, could impact school culture. 

Most P-H-M employees did report to work that first week 
we were out and practiced social distancing while continuing 
to serve the needs of the school community. But with the 
establishment of online SEL professional development provided 
by P-H-M SEL Director Dr. Jennifer Sears, we had a plan for 
the rest of the extended period. This preliminary plan ended up 

serving us very well. Over the 11-week period, we were able to 
provide valuable staff development to key employee stakeholder 
groups who have multiple engagement points with our students, 
like bus operators, food service staff, teachers’ assistants, before 
and after school program employees. This PD would pave the 
way for positive interactions, engagement, psychological safety, 
relationships, diversity appreciation, communication, inclusion, 
resilience, and positive mental wellness.  

On April 2, 2020, Gov. Holcomb announced that all Indiana 
K-12 schools would remain closed for the remainder of the 
2019-20 school year. While warranted given the COVID-19 
situation, nevertheless this was sad news for us all. The Governor 
also announced that day that he was extending the Shelter in 
Place Order from an end date of April 7, to April 20, 2020. 

We all know that this was especially hard for the Class of 
2020 seniors. Countless students, at all grade levels across the 
state, were missing out on academic competitions, musical and 
choir performances, dance and drama performances, art shows, 
athletic competitions and entire sports seasons. What we all 
treasure and value most as educators is being with our students. 
We enjoy watching them soar in their accomplishments and 

P-H-M Supt. Dr. Jerry Thacker and Penn Principal Sean 
Galiher helped deliver signs to seniors. More than 130 
staff volunteered to deliver @800 signs.
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cheering them on in their extra and co-curricular activities. 
P-H-M staff at every level now shifted focus to helping the 
school year end as smoothly as possible for our students and 
families. We would continue to do eLearning until May 20. 
We would continue to serve nourishing meals three times per 

day. We would continue 
to reach out and monitor 
our at-risk students. We 
would continue to provide 
SEL lessons not only 
to students, but also to 
staff sheltered in place at 
home. We would give our 
seniors fond memories 
to look back on. We 
would provide a virtual 
online Commencement 
for approximately 800 

graduates until it was safe to hold an in-person ceremony. 
We would create new, fun end-of-school-year traditions, like 
parades.

In the end, our students, families, teachers and staff 
persevered in the tradition of P-H-M Excellence. Coupled with 
the stress, anxiety and economic impacts caused by the pandemic 
shutdown, we know the past three months have been a challenge 
for our students and families. It was definitely a growth 
experience for us all, teachers, school administrators and support 
staff included. We wouldn’t have been able to do it without the 
commitment and partnership with our parents and teachers 
working together to ensure our students’ continued academic 
success, at every level. 

As the school year wrapped up, there was a lot of uncertainty 
about what the fall will look like. The Indiana Considerations 
for Learning and Safe Schools (IN-CLASS) re-entry guidance 
document for the 2020-2021 school year developed by the 
IDOE in cooperation with the Governor’s Office provides 

|  FEATURED SCHOOL DISTRICT |

Class of 2020 graduates enjoying their virtual Commencement in their 
homes.

Teachers and staff from Moran Elementary School organized an end of school 
year parade celebration. The route took them by the homes of 400+ students.

There’s only 
one BuyBoard.
And we’ve been helping districts 
compliantly purchase the goods and 
services they use every day since 1998.
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guidance from the Indiana State Department of Health 
(ISDH) and the Family and Social Services Administration 
(FSSA). Planning for multiple scenarios for Fall 2020 can now 
materialize and be finalized. But make no mistake, more hard 
choices during tough times lie ahead. If the Spring 2020 taught 
us anything, it’s that there is no crystal ball of how things will 
develop.

Nonetheless, P-H-M Administrators and teachers will focus 
on developing an educational model that will support all types of 
learners so that we can continue to ensure that every student has 
a positive and successful educational experience that meets their 
needs, both inside and outside the traditional classroom. Some 
of the key areas we will be focusing on as we work with teachers 
and parents to develop a re-entry plan for the 2020-2021 school 
year:

 Addressing and closing learning gaps

 Exploring hybrid models of eLearning and in-person instruction

 Technology tools and supports for both families and teachers

 School day models that will support effective social distancing 
(including transportation, food service and recess)

 Student engagement

 Social emotional learning

It will be a very busy summer for all of us indeed! 

Outgoing 5th grade Bittersweet student picks up her new Schmucker 
Middle School “swag.”

We design more than a building. We design transformational experiences 
through innovative partnerships to foster emotional connections to an 
environmentally optimized place. 

We inspire through exceptional 
execution in design
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|  GUEST FEATURE |

S chool boards are 
entrusted with the 
resources a community 

has for the education of its 
children. They are expected 
to oversee the use of these 
resources, ensuring that they 
are used wisely, effectively, and 
efficiently. Budgeting is the 
mechanism by which districts 
plan for the best use of their 

resources. The resources are, of course, financial resources – both 
real property and the revenue that flows into the district. These 
revenues are used to keep the district running. While managing 

the financial welfare of the district is always important to the 
leadership team, the financial fallout from the COVID-19 
response brings this into sharper focus than ever. 

WHO IS INVOLVED IN THE BUDGETING 
PROCESS?

Essentially, a school budget describes a district’s plan for 
the upcoming year as it relates to anticipated revenues and 
expenditures. Board members, typically with little background 
in financial dealings outside a personal budget, are not expected 
to develop this plan alone…or really at all. The district typically 
charges the superintendent with developing a draft budget, 
presenting it to the board and administering it throughout the 
year. However, this does not excuse the board from having an 

SCHOOL BOARD 
ADMINISTRATION TEAM: 
Leveraging Data and Trends in Budgeting
by Diana Baker Freeman
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awareness of the budget. The National School Board Association’s 
Center for Public Education (CPE) has examined the work of 
school boards for nearly 20 years and created Eight Characteristics 
of Effective School Boards. One characteristic states: “Effective 
boards are data savvy; they embrace and monitor data, even 
when the information is negative, and use it to drive continuous 
improvement.”

Since the 2008 recession, U.S. schools overall have been 
struggling, with 29 states providing less funding than they did 
prior to 2008. Combined with the fact that 
costs have risen along with the student 
population, this creates a near-crisis state for 
schools when it comes to wisely leveraging 
resources. Adding in the COVID-19 
predictions for school funding cuts ranging 
from 10-20%, places an even greater burden 
on leadership teams. On average, 80 to 
85 percent of a school district’s budget is 
tied to staff salaries and benefits, making it 
particularly crucial that district leadership 
make the best decisions about how to use 
the remaining funds.

SHOULD COVID-19 IMPACT 
BUDGET DEVELOPMENT?

While the fiscal year has a defined 
beginning and ending date, the reality 
is that budget preparation is an ongoing 
process. COVID-19 is not changing the 
process in general but must be considered 
as the leadership team prepares for the 
upcoming year and beyond. The board has 
probably had discussions about its goals 
for the following year/s (short term/long 
term). Once these goals have been decided, 
priorities can be set, and administrators can 
begin analyzing resources needed to make 
progress toward them. This goal setting 
process is now more important than ever 
before. Looking at the cuts that are sure to 
come over the next couple of years, a board’s 
priorities must be set to ensure that funds 
are maximized toward progress on the goals 
– even if they can’t be fully realized yet.

In his book, Financial Health for School Districts, Dr. Jess Butler 
suggests a series of reports that will assist board members and 
administrators in looking at trends to make the best decisions. 
Once goals and a calendar are developed to have the budget 
completed and adopted for the new fiscal year, the leadership 
team can look at reports and data that will guide decisions. Again, 
considering COVID-19 impacts, these schedules are crucial. They 
probably need to be more fully developed if they already exist. 

Your trusted partner 
to enable virtual board 
meetings for your 
community

Learn more at 
learn.diligent.com/ISBA.IN
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DATA NEEDED FOR BUDGET DEVELOPMENT
While specific budget lines and items vary, there are broad 

general categories that apply to most schools. These categories 
include, but are not limited to the following: 

Having a good idea in advance about what is needed for 
these areas is essential. In order to understand whether the best 
decisions are being made, district leadership needs to look at 
trends. Snapshots of current year data are helpful, but there are 

times when looking at trends can help make 
educated predictions of needed resources. In 
these unprecedented times, historical data 
may not be helpful, but schedules will be 
more important than ever. How do we know 
what we need if we do not know what we 
have?

In a typical year, the first report to 
look at is a five-year trend line of revenues 
and expenditures for the general fund. 
Subsequent to that, other reports to consider 
include: trend line of fund balance, a 10-
year trend line comparing total number of 
district employees to student enrollment, 
a recent facilities study with a schedule for 
recommended maintenance and upgrades, 
and a 5 year report of student success 
data such as assessments, drop outs, and 
attendance. In light of COVID-19, some 
data will not exist but should be tracked to 
begin a comparison. 

Today’s digital landscape allows for easy 
storage of and access to data. Comparisons 
and month-to-month numbers can be 
charted and maintained for quick retrieval. 
New board members or administrators will 
not be subject to tracking down needed 
information and depending on someone 
else’s filing system if the data is housed in 
a web-based system with open accessibility 
such as BoardDocs. These reports serve as 
the basis of discussions in budget workshops. 

Managing district resources is the 
starting point for every other job a board 
member or administrator has. The 
governance and management of a district are 
dependent on good data for the ongoing life 
of the district and its educational services. 
The COVID-19 crisis continues to bring 
this into sharp focus. 

 TRANSPORTATION – buses and drivers to transport students  
Considerations for 2020-21: Required distancing, the possibility of added routes 
and the need for extensive cleaning and sanitizing will impact allocations.

 FACILITIES – to ensure that students attend schools that are clean 
and well maintained 
Considerations for 2020-21: Cleaning and sanitization will be of utmost 
importance. Other considerations might include additional hand sanitizing 
stations, water fountains converted to bottle fillers, office reconfigurations to 
allow for distancing and the possibility of an external entry for the nurse’s office.

 ENERGY USE/COST – to ensure that the school is lit, heated, and 
cooled 

 HEALTH AND SAFETY – security measures and staff to keep staff 
and students safe and well 
Considerations for 2020-21: In addition to the facilities needs mentioned prior, 
schools must consider PPE, thermometer scans, etc.

 INSTRUCTION – provides for students to have qualified teachers, 
instructional aides, and classroom supplies 
Considerations for 2020-21: Preparations should be in place for a quick pivot to 
virtual instruction in case of outbreaks. This should include access to devices and 
hotspots for every student.

 CURRICULUM AND STAFF DEVELOPMENT – provides curriculum, 
training, and instructional support to teachers 
Considerations for 2020-21: Staff development needs to be focused on virtual 
school concepts and adapting curriculum to online format.

 FOOD SERVICES – provides for nutritious, affordable breakfasts 
and lunches 
Considerations for 2020-21: Most districts are considering meal delivery so 
students can eat in classrooms or go back to a curbside pickup in case of closure.

 LIBRARY SERVICES – provides for the library and librarian/staff

 COUNSELING SERVICES – provides counselors for testing prep, 
college prep, drug/alcohol abuse programs, and supporting children 
and families 
Considerations for 2020-21: Most experts agree that trauma informed education 
will require additional counselors as well as opportunities for online counseling.

 SCHOOL LEADERSHIP AND SUPPORT – provides for the principal, 
assistant principals, and administrative support staff
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BEFORE WE BUILD ANYTHING, 
WE BUILD RELATIONSHIPS.

We reached all of our goals and then some. Our end product was better than what 
we originally designed. The design-build process gave us the opportunity to make  
modifications without change orders. We received everything that was promised and 
were able to go back and get upgrades. 

DR. DAVID HOFFERT
Superintendent, Warsaw Community Schools

“
”

     New Lincoln Elementary School

     Washington Elementary Collaborative Space      Washington Elementary STEM Classroom
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DON’T SACRIFICE 
Arts & Music Education

By Abigail Spradlin 

I t is undeniable – we are in a new era of public 
education. Through the events of the past 
several months, including the coronavirus 

pandemic and the civil unrest sparked by the 
wrongful death of George Floyd, our students and 
our schools have been challenged to adapt to a 
rapidly changing education environment.  

It is possible that many students will have 
to engage in remedial classwork to address the 
skills gap caused by the pandemic – the breadth 

of which we will likely not understand for years 
to come.  Our schools need personal protective 
equipment (PPE) and may need additional staff 
to meet social distancing and health and safety 
accommodations. Federal CARES Act dollars will 
address some of these needs, but schools will likely 
bear the brunt of these changes. 

As the state must tighten its belt over the next 
year or more, many school board members and 
administrators are contemplating cost-cutting 
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measures to prepare for uncertain finances. 
Although, thankfully, Indiana Gov. Eric 
Governor Holcomb has promised that the 
budget cuts will not impact pK-12 public 
education this biennium, it is unlikely 
that there will be funding increases over 
the next several years even as costs will 
rise substantially. Decisions regarding 
where to cut are complex, especially as 
student need has only increased. The 
comparatively easy and most apparent 
answer is to cut funding to arts and music 
education, and extracurricular programs. 
These are the very programs in which it 
will be incredibly difficult and costly to 
transition to a socially-distanced model 
(due to a need for increased space, PPE 
requirements, and individual supplies and 
equipment). We know that this sacrifice 
would have adverse ramifications and risk 
the success of our students, but considering 
the circumstances confronting school 
corporations, it could be easy to write off. 

Many students have lost loved ones, 
have had a family member lose a job, 
and have been impacted by the news of a 
chaotic world stage. Precisely when arts 
education programs are most at risk is 
when they are most needed to provide 
students with an emotional outlet, an 
opportunity for creative thinking, and the 
development of a new skill or hobby that 
can reduce stress and increase student 
engagement. As individuals invested in 
public education, we are all concerned 
about declining student test scores and 
diminished skills, yet it is important 
to keep an eye on providing a well-
rounded education. As Dr. Robert Sabol, 
researcher at Purdue University and 
partner with Indiana Arts Commission 
(IAC) wrote in his study Partnering Arts, 

Communities, and Education (PACE), 
“Schools are faced with demands from 

the public, government, and business 
that have created a climate of urgency 
about education and preparing students 
to be productive members of society. In 
order to meet such demands, schools 
have placed ever-increasing emphasis on 
a narrow curriculum with increasingly 
limited opportunities to learn. Increasingly, 
educational programming in the arts 
has been reduced or eliminated in some 
schools” (Sabol 22). It is important that 
we do not further jeopardize endangered 
arts and music education programs because 
of our anxiety to close the skills gap, and 
ultimately, recover test scores. 

At Arts for Learning, an Indianapolis-
based nonprofit, providing students with 
integrated arts education opportunities is 
a top priority. “Arts in Education can open 
up understanding for students who don’t 
learn in a traditional way,” said JoEllen 
Florio Rossebo, president and CEO. 
“Engaging in arts programming also 
teaches students how to be curious, nimble 
and creative. The art process has a major 
impact on student success because it shows 

students that perseverance and rigor can 
also be fun and rewarding.” 

Increasingly, we are learning the 
value of arts education, as studies such 
as those conducted by Rice University 
and the Indiana PACE report show 
that arts education not only impacts 
socioemotional health but has a significant 
impact on student achievement. Dr. 
Daniel H. Bowen and Dr. Brian Kisida, 
researchers at Rice University’s Kinder 
Institute for Urban Research, discovered 
in their Houston-based study that, 
“Increases in arts educational experiences 
significantly reduce the proportion of 
students receiving disciplinary infractions 
by 3.6 percentage points, improve 
STAAR writing achievement by 0.13 
of a standard deviation, and increase 
students’ compassion for others by 0.08 of 
a standard deviation” (Bowen and Kisida 
2). Additionally, drama education has been 
positively correlated with strengthening 
verbal skills (Podlenzny). Music education 
has been shown to strengthen IQ and 
improve math and reading skills (Moreno 

“Engaging in arts programming also teaches students how 
to be curious, nimble, and creative.”
– JOELLEN FLORIA ROSSEBO  Arts for Learning
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et al.). With these findings in tow, it 
appears that arts education might be 
exactly what students need to get back on 
track.  

In the event that Indiana faces a 
second wave of the coronavirus, and 
schools must revert to remote learning, 
school administrators and educators 
should attempt to plan for how their arts 
education programs can be translated to a 
virtual format, and how schools can fulfill 
the socioemotional needs of students if 
learning is once again remote.

“Educators have displayed an 
incredible degree of ingenuity during the 
switch to virtual and remote education, 
and we need to be sure to highlight those 
efforts, and share amongst educators,” 
said Lane Velayo of the Indiana Music 
Educators Association (IMEA), “It 
requires increased resources and training, 
but it is possible to conduct choir 
rehearsals and concerts in this ‘new 

normal,’ so long as we give our educators 
support.”  Given the uncertainty of the 

coronavirus situation, schools should 
strongly consider increased support to 
arts education programs that can assist 
students, given the stress that they are 
under in addition to the normal stress of 
growing up.

Virtual arts education programming 
could be the key to encouraging certain 
students, who are otherwise lacking 
motivation, to log onto a virtual school 
day. Arts integration with other subjects 
might additionally kindle interest in 
students who may otherwise “zone out.” 
With the real possibility of widespread, 
integrated remote learning being here 
to stay, it is important to consider how 
educators are to keep students engaged 
when they may be going unsupervised, 
and when distractions like the family 
TV, their cellphone, or other interests, go 
unchecked. 

“We cannot underestimate the 
power of the arts to engage students and 
create meaningful school experiences,” 
said Stephanie Haines, arts education 

and accessibility manager at Indiana 
Arts Commission. “When students are 
engaged in the arts, there are clear benefits 
such as increased self-confidence and 
attendance, and with those, naturally 
comes success in other areas.”

Undeniably, education is changing. 
Our students are changing. We can 
use this time to go about creating 
the education of high-level student 
engagement that we have dreamed of 
creating. This is an opportunity to ensure 
the relevancy of a 21st century education, 
and we can either go with the current of 
change or spend all our strength – and 
dollars – fighting it. A wiser choice would 
be to maintain or grow our investment in 
arts education. 
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“We cannot underestimate the power of the arts to engage 
students and create meaningful school experiences.”
– STEPHANIE HAINES  Indiana Arts Commission
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George Floyd was laid to rest on June 10. The very next day, his 
brother, Philonise Floyd, courageously testified before Congress 
and asked what a Black man’s life is worth.

The question of the worth of a Black life should trouble us all. And as 
Superintendent of Indianapolis Public Schools and Board President of the 
District, respectively, we want to make this question front and center in how 
we talk about schools. The resources this district, this state, and this country 
choose to prioritize, the decisions we make about our budget, and how hard 
we fight to dismantle an inequitable system, are a reflection of what lives we 
truly value.

At IPS, 72% of our students are students of color, and 42% are Black. 
From birth to graduation, we see the way our most fundamental systems 

value their lives differently every single day. Black infants are more than twice 
as likely than white babies to die before their first birthday. Black and Latinx 
children are 2-3 times more likely to live in poverty than White children. 
And, heartbreakingly, Black children make up 13.1% of all youth in Indiana, 
but a staggering 32.8% of youth in state prisons.

Just look at a map of coronavirus cases – and deaths – in Indiana: most 
are concentrated in our urban district here in Indianapolis. Zoom in further 
to see that the most impacted areas of our city are the communities with 
more families of color. That’s in keeping with national patterns, where Black 
families are being hit the hardest everywhere.

Our district was established in 1853. The first Black female superintendent 
was appointed exactly a year ago. 167 years. That’s how long it took. So, while the decision was heralded and 
celebrated as yet another barrier broken, we should instead be asking what took so long for the Black girls we 
serve to be able to finally see themselves reflected in our leader.

All of this connects to the groundswell of anger and protest we’re seeing here and across the country. It 
begins with the murder of Black men with impunity over and over again. It is generations of anger, grief 

By Aleesia Johnson, IPS Superintendent and Michael O’Connor, IPS Board of School 
Commissioners

THE NEED  
TO DISMANTLE 
INEQUITIES 
in K-12 Public Education 

Michael O’Connor

Aleesia Johnson
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and frustration about growing up in a system designed to be 
inequitable. It’s about years of moving way too slowly – and how 
often it seems like we are moving backwards. It is about seeing 
every day the way our world is built to most advantage those who 
have privilege already. It’s about how rarely we lift up and value 
Black voices.

This inequitable system was in place long before coronavirus 
started, and now the shift to distance learning only seeks to 
exacerbate it even more – unless we act boldly and move urgently. 
You see, school provides so much more than a classroom and 
books. We are often the sole place our students can seek meals, 
mental counseling and health care, and even access to a computer 
or working wifi.

Sixty-five percent of students in IPS 
qualify for free and reduced-price meals 
because of low income levels. So when 
schools shut down, the first thing we had 
to do – before even figuring out virtual 
curriculum – was to figure out how to keep 
them fed. From the beginning of school 
closures to the end of the school year, IPS 
alone served 423,346 meals.

Once food was in place, we had to 
next tackle infrastructure for learning. IPS 
had 6,000 students taking high school 
coursework that needed the right technology 
for digital learning essentially overnight. Of 
these, at least half did not have access to a 
device with a keyboard that they could use for school work. About 
30% did not have access to a reliable internet connection.

But before we could focus on how to secure and pay for 
technology, we first had to figure out who were those students 
who needed it. More than 100 IPS staff members spent their time 
calling all of our high school families to determine which of them 
needed laptops, and to confirm reliable, safe addresses for them. 
These phone calls took place in at least five languages – English, 
Spanish, French, Swahili and Arabic – to ensure we were able to 
communicate with all our families.

Reaching our families – families who are regularly impacted by 
housing and financial instability – was no easy task. After two full 
days of this phone banking, we made contact with only 40% of our 
families. Many families have disconnected lines or nonworking 
numbers – a problem made worse by people losing their jobs and 
income. Many others are still working because they are essential 

workers and are not available to answer their phones. And then 
there are the 5% of IPS’s students who are homeless, meaning we 
needed to coordinate with caseworkers at the shelters where they 
live, many of which are closed.

The challenges don’t stop there. Internet access is the most 
fundamental inequity facing our community, and not something 
we alone can fix. In a world where education cannot happen 
without the internet, we need a comprehensive community 
solution to provide reliable, affordable access to everyone.

All of the work we need to do comes with a price tag, and we 
need lots of help paying for it, especially with recession looming. 
And we need collaboration across all teams to fight for it. Federal, 

state and local government support is critical, 
but the reality is that gaps still remain. And, 
as we said, the way we prioritize and spend 
as a district and as a state will send a clear 
message about what lives we value.

We need our Board to commit to raising 
up the inequities, making them visible, and 
committing to doing things in a totally new 
way. We need bold changes, not tinkering. 
We need to make decisions about whether 
just not letting these gaps widen is enough – 
or whether we are going to use this moment 
so that we don’t have these gaps to begin 
with when the next crisis hits.

We need to tackle institutional racism 
throughout our schools and administrative 

offices. To understand the factors that led it to take 167 to have a 
Black woman running our district.

We need a commitment to solve internet access for the entire 
city going forward. And to ensure no kid goes to bed hungry just 
because there wasn’t school that day.

What we need is a newfound and genuine commitment to 
focus help, attention and resources on those in greatest need. To 
look at our fellow citizens and genuinely believe that “liberty and 
justice for all” is more than just a patriotic phrase. It will require 
us to collaborate and to sustain that commitment beyond a single, 
intense moment, into the months and years ahead.

We are raising our hands to lead IPS schools into that 
challenge. Will you join us as you lead your districts forward? 

For more about the IPS Equity Fund we’ve launched to provide critical 

funding for our district, please visit: www.ipsfund.org.
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What we need is 
a newfound and 

genuine commitment 
to focus help, attention 

and resources on 
those in greatest 

need. To look at our 
fellow citizens and 

genuinely believe that 
“liberty and justice for 
all” is more than just a 

patriotic phrase.
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Old National Trail Special Services
Greencastle, IN 

Porter County Education Services
Valparaiso, IN 

Purdue University, College of 
Education
West Lafayette, IN  

Region 8 ESC
Fort Wayne, IN 

Ripley-Ohio-Dearborn Special Ed 
Coop
Sunman, IN 

ROD Special Education
Sunman, IN 

Wabash Valley Education Center
West Lafayette, IN 

THE INDIANA SCHOOL BOARDS ASSOCIATION APPRECIATES THE SUPPORT FOR PUBLIC 
EDUCATION SHOWN BY ITS SERVICE AND ASSOCIATE MEMBERS. 
For further information regarding Service and Associate Memberships, please contact the ISBA office at (317) 639-0330.

2020 SERVICE & ASSOCIATE MEMBERS
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High Performance Information 
Systems and Printed Forms
Boyce Systems—Komputrol is an industry leader 
in providing financial accounting systems and 
form printing needs for Indiana school 
corporations.

AN INDIANA-BASED COMPANY — SINCE 1899
WWW.BOYCESYSTEMS.COM

The Future of School Time & Attendance Management

• Biometric Timekeeping System designed for school corporations
• Better compliance with FLSA, DOL, ACA and accurate records
• Eliminates time cards, time sheets, fobs or badges
• Imports directly into Komputrol Payroll 



 
INDIANA SCHOOL BOARDS ASSOCIATION

ONE NORTH CAPITOL AVENUE, SUITE 1215

INDIANAPOLIS, IN 46204 -2225

ESTABLISHING A CAREER PATH 
TO HIGH-WAGE, IN-DEMAND JOBS

CAREER CONNECTIONS

Career Connections, a comprehensive curriculum developed by the Carpenters International Training Fund (CITF), will 
introduce your students to an exciting career in carpentry. Through classroom instruction, projects and hands-on field 
experience with industry experts, students will learn the ins and outs of a career in building trades all while receiving credits 
towards the Carpenters’ apprenticeship training program.

To learn how you can can bring the Career Connections curriculum to 
your school, please contact your local JATF office today! 

“This is an outstanding 
opportunity for our 
students. Career 
Connections combines 
rigorous instruction with 
hands-on opportunities 
to learn from experts 
working in the field.”

— Audra Peterson,  
Director of LaPorte County, 
IN Career and Technical 
Education

Greenwood Campus 
317-807-1116

Merrillville Campus 
219-947-3348

Louisville Campus 
502-366-8668

Newburgh Campus 
812-853-9312

Warsaw Campus 
574-267-5264


