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Outcomes

● Explore the concept of “political leadership” in 
education;

● Introduce the Framework on Political Leadership; and
● Provide opportunity to apply the Framework (or 

elements of the Framework) to an issue or initiative 
of importance.



U.S. Public Education 

Our goal is ambitious –

to provide a high quality education to every child 
in America, no matter how they are situated in 

relation to opportunity.



The Cost in Public Trust

Satisfaction with K-12 education

Parents continue to be more satisfied than 
the general public

Perception of the trajectory of K-12 
education

But a majority of both groups feel that we are 
going in the wrong direction

(Houston, 2024)



What Our Communities Want

Education Priorities

● Preparing students to enter the workforce
● Attracting and retaining good teachers
● Student mental health

Top K-12 Education Issues

● School safety
● Curriculum
● School funding

(Houston, 2024)



The Edelman Trust Barometer study, which 
has polled 32,000 people across 28 
countries every year for two decades, 
shows that “in the past 20 years, we have 
seen a fracturing of trust, but an increase in 
its value. Trust has emerged, like freedom 
and security, as itself a barometer of a 
successful society.” (2022)
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The Job Today: Civic Leadership



Table Talk

How do you as a Board-Superintendent team feel about 
navigating politics in your community, especially today? 

Rate your team on a scale from 1-5.

      1

We hate it, 
and 
we try to 
avoid it

             2

It is a necessary 
evil, so we force 
ourselves to do 

it.

            3

We don’t think 
much about it.

             4

We embrace 
the challenge

                           5

We are 
passionate 

about political 
leadership.



We define political leadership in education as the 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary to 

navigate competing interests in a way that facilitates 

positive outcomes for our nation’s youth.

Defining political leadership in education



Political Leadership Requires Key Knowledge, Skills and Dispositions

Macro: National & 
State Politics
___________________

Laws and policies
Advocacy groups
Current events
National media

The Political Role of the Superintendent

Board
Media
Educators
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The Political Role of the Superintendent in partnership with the Board: 
Knowledge, Skills, Dispositions



MICRO
(Self )

MESO
(School District & Local Community)

MACRO
(National & State)

KNOWLEDGE Identity + Typical local constituent groups + Major educational issues

Understanding of how identity 
and values influence leadership

Awareness of typical constituent groups and 
how they work

Including school board, local government, 
union, local news media, student groups, 
parent organizations, and advocacy groups

Understanding of federal and state education 
policies, laws, and school finance 

Awareness of education issues in national and 
global media 

SKILLS Critical examination + Proactive leadership + Sense making

Examining self as leader

Exhibiting emotional intelligence 

Practicing cultural responsiveness

Visioning and Communicating

Political mapping

Movement building and mobilizing

Ongoing relationship building 

Influencing, interpreting and implementing 
education laws and policies

Learning across communities

DISPOSITIONS                                                            Grounded + Present + Cognizant

Resilient
Curious
Centered

Transparent
Courageous 
Visible

Informed
Active
Connected
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Proactive Political Leadership Skills
● Visioning → creating visions for success that speak to the largest possible swath of 

constituents 

● Communicating → listening and speaking in ways that touch on values and avoid common 
pitfalls

● Political Mapping → knowing your community well (internal and external), especially their 
hopes and fears

● Mobilizing → using that knowledge to both mobilize support for positive change and to 
protect the most vulnerable in our communities

● Relationship Building → continually building trust, especially across lines of difference



A district’s vision articulates the aspirations of a community 
by defining what excellence in education looks like for every 
child and outlining the values that undergird that vision.

 What is your district’s vision for success? 



Portraits of a Graduate



Proactive Political Leadership Skills
● Visioning → creating visions for success that speak to the largest possible swath of 

constituents 

● Communicating → listening and speaking in ways that touch on values and avoid common 
pitfalls

● Political Mapping → knowing your community well (internal and external), especially their 
hopes and fears

● Mobilizing → using that knowledge to both mobilize support for positive change and to 
protect the most vulnerable in our communities

● Relationship Building → continually building trust, especially across lines of difference



Common Ground Exists: Four Insights That Resonate

● Family is everything
○ Frame communication in terms of shared hopes for children to achieve 

academically, secure economic stability, and contribute to their community’s 
wellness. 

● Education is above politics
○ Reframe divisive debates through student-centered language.

● Schools teach kids what they need
○ Emphasize readiness, independence, and age-appropriate content. 

● The U.S. is a good (not perfect) country
○ Frame civic education as preparation for democratic life. 

(Sullivan & Collins, in progress)
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Political Mapping: The What

Among the most vital—but often underutilized—skills in our 
[political] repertoire is political mapping, a strategic process of 

identifying, analyzing, and engaging with key actors whose 
support or opposition can significantly influence a district’s 

direction.

- Ray Hart and Julie Marsh 



Political Mapping: The Why 

Looking back: to gather historical insight on the history of the 
problem

Looking around: to identify key influencers and understand their 
current views

Looking ahead: to begin to build relationships before a crisis or 
when support is needed

(Hart & Marsh, in press) 



Political Mapping: The How 
• Start Early

• Do Your Homework 

• Stay Open and Expansive

• Consider Formal and Informal Power Brokers

• Work Directly and Indirectly to Include Hard-to-Reach Actors

(Hart & Marsh, in press) 
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Mobilizing- So That
Trusted authority: Shares reliable and credible information
Ambassador: Carries important messages to community 
members 
Communicator: Shares information and returns with questions 
and feedback from constituents 
Advisor: Provides guidance 
Partner: Shares ownership and accountability for the work 
Advocate: Pushes for change
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Relationship Analysis
• High Influence/High Support: Which people or groups fall into this 

quadrant? How might you leverage them?
• Low Influence/High Support: Which people or groups fall into this 

quadrant? How might you help them strengthen their influence through 
coalition building?

• High Influence/Low Support: Which people or groups fall into this 
quadrant? How might you come to understand their views? Or change 
them?

• Low Influence/Low Support: Which people or groups fall into this 
quadrant? Would it be okay to de-prioritize them?
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Consider Power
Use initials (or some other symbol) to map each of the constituents with a focus on power, placing them on the matrix 
based on their support and power/influence. 

Low power/influence

High power/influence

High supportLow support
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Two-minute Table Talk
What have you done to build trust lately? 

- With whom did you build it?
- Why was it needed?
- How did you do it?
- What did it allow you to do?
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Respect: Will the leader listen to me? 

Meaning, not dismiss my point of view?

Personal Regard: Will the leader go out of 

their way to  see me and show they care, even 

if we have differences of opinion?

Competence: Will the leader do their job well? 

Meaning, will they stay focused on the things 

that matter to our community?

Integrity: Will the leader keep their word?
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Benevolence – How do we exhibit care, good 
will, and fairness towards others?

Honesty – How do we honor agreements and 
remain truthful in interactions and 
communications among ourselves and with 
our constituents?

Openness – In what ways do we share 
important information and power?

Reliability – How do we demonstrate 
consistency and commitment? 

Competency – How do we implement the 
work and respond to issues according to best 
practices?

~Tschannen & Moran
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Relationship Building
Name of key person or group 
with a focus on those with the 
most influence but lack of 
support

How do you currently meet with 
them?  How often? In what 
settings? Using what 
conversational tools and 
strategies?

What are the strengths and 
challenges of your approach?

What else might you try? What 
aspects of emotional intelligence 
might you draw upon? (e.g. self 
awareness, empathy, social skill, 
self regulation)
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How can you apply the 
framework to an issue or 
initiative of importance in order 
to get the results you want?



Issue/Initiative: 
Visioning
What does the 
Superintendent/Board team 
need to do to create a 
compelling vision for 
success?

Communicating
What does the 
Superintendent/Board team 
need to do to communicate 
about the vision and 
strategy?

Political Mapping
What does the 
Superintendent/Board team 
need to do to understand who 
is for, against, and why?

Mobilizing
What does the 
Superintendent/Board team 
need to do to mobilize 
support? And what kind of 
support?

Relationship Building
What does the 
Superintendent/Board team 
need to do to build trusting 
relationships across lines of 
difference?



Questions?


