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WEBINAR 5 SUMMARY:  
STRATEGIC PLANNING AND FLEXIBILITY –   
STUDENTS FIRST!

Discovery Education Equity Talks is a live webinar series featuring our nation’s top 
educational leaders with a focus on cultivating equity and excellence. Moderated by 
Dr. Luvelle Brown – superintendent of Ithaca City School District – these 45-minute 
segments are designed to provide guidance and support to educators across the 
country and internationally who are struggling with issues of equity that, while always a 
topic of concern, have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, nationwide civil 
unrest, and the need to rely on remote and hybrid learning.

Summary 

Panelists were welcomed with a 
question about what was on their 
minds when they woke up in the 
morning. Each expressed concern 
about students, especially those 
in rural areas, and they worry how 
to ensure equity, to keep students 
engaged in a new form of learning 
(online), and continue to support 
high-risk students, including those 
with special needs. They also spoke to 
teachers about their wellbeing. Despite 
their worries, they shared how they 
feel great work has been done and will 
continue in response to the pandemic 
and inequalities, embracing the 
opportunity to pick up from the present 

and move forward. One panelist 
spoke to pivoting, making innovative 
decisions, and creating weekly plans 
that would address changing needs – 
these approaches would help foster 
the educational equity of students, 
even within students’ homes.

When asked to report on the guidance 
panelists are providing to school 
districts for planning for the new 
school year and beyond, panelists 
reflected on their advice. They are 
“creating guardrails,” actively setting 
expectations for what must happen. 
As a state, they developed a calendar 
to help guide everyone, including 
planning, school breaks, and activities, 
knowing that they will likely have to 
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pivot and make changes. All spoke to the 
importance of being extremely strategic – 
creating multiple, flexible plans tailored to 
learning and developmental needs (e.g., 
younger students learning in-person more 
often than older students) and which can 
support a hybrid model of in-person and 
distance learning as needs arise. They 
shared that learning and supports must be 
approached differently. Policies must not 
exclude any groups. Communities must 
be included and resources shared. One 
panelist shared how their state worked 
with the governor and internet providers 
for 90% student online connectivity. 
Panelists expressed the dire need to 
ensure students are taken care of, even 
if it means basic needs such as food and 
security before academics. 

Concerning the costs of providing 
equitable education in response to the 
pandemic, a panelist shared that costs will 
likely be higher than ever before (e.g., to 
ensure newly-reduced capacities [e.g., on 
the bus, in classrooms] are maintained, 
students have access to digital materials, 
etc.). However, this panelist sees an 
opportunity for many students to excel, 
such as English language learners, some 
of whom have had reportedly better 
experiences with online learning. Another 
panelist spoke to the challenges of 
their state relying heavily on tourism; 
welcoming fewer tourists has had 
a negative impact on spending for 
education. A different panelist, who 
shared how the budget issues are indeed 
devastating, is concerned about recovery 
efforts. Amidst this, they shared that they 
are finding innovative ways to leverage 
resources. One example was utilizing 
an existing resource, a local A.M. radio 
channel, to provide live instruction in 
Spanish.

The panel closed with inspirations they 
would recommend listeners take back to 
their communities:

1) This opportunity is owned by all of 
education’s stakeholders. Let’s grab it. 
Do not be afraid to “fail forward.”

2) Unite and hold everyone accountable. 
Focus on leveling the playing field 
together.

3) Push students to think critically, be 
creative, to communicate, and to 
collaborate (4 Cs), not through endless 
worksheets, but through innovative, 
collaborative ideas that engage 
students even while at home and in 
their communities.

Pertinent Quotes 

• “You have to ensure that whatever 
policy you are working on does not 
unintentionally disenfranchise another 
group. You have to have conversations 
upfront. You can’t sit around and wait 
for this to happen. Have committees. 
Have two-way conversations.”

• “The priority is to take care of our 
kids.”

• “We can build equity through 
excitement in the way we provide our 
instruction.” 

• “The inequities are spotlighted now, 
and, for some, it’s the first time they 
are seeing it. Now they can name it, 
address it, and look at opportunity 
gaps. It’s not only an opportunity gap, 
but also an empathy gap.”

• “I see this as an opportunity to do 
more – a bridge to do more with ELL 
students – digital learning opens 
access to more materials.”

• “There are wicked problems out 
there. Focus on opportunity. We must 
shift. Building our systems around 
our children’s needs rather than our 
institution’s needs is really what we 
need to look at. We have a window of 
opportunity. Do not be afraid to fail 
forward.”

• “At end of day, we need to make 
sure we shore up the supports to 
students because we can have the 
best instructional program possible, 
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but students will not be successful if 
we don’t have the supports for them. 
You have to Maslow before you can 
Bloom.”

Additional Questions/Commentary 

• How do we help families access wrap-
around services?

• Do any of you see this as a chance 
for a revival in outdoor education for 
school districts seeking more equitable 
access for students that might not have 
internet access? For example, offering 
hybrid models that merge outdoor 
classes or exercises to promote social 
distancing for schools that must return 
next AY.

• How are we supporting parents at this 
time especially from communities of 
color or low socio-economic status 
who may not have the skill set and 
background to be their child’s frontline 
educator?

• How often do Superintendents 
talk directly with teachers who are 
authentically engaging in distance 
learning to ensure they are getting 
transparent plus/deltas?

• How do we address the trauma 
experienced by students, not only as a 
factor of the pandemic, but linked to 
many students losing the safety and 
routine of the school day?

• Can we push delivery platforms to 
include text-to-speech so students 
can see the word streams as they are 
created?

• Can you address the hierarchical need 
for so many levels of administrators? 
These people do not ever directly 
touch teachers to support practice…
how does that play into the budget?

Resources for Consideration

• Nevada Department of Education. 
(2020, April 28). Path forward plan: 
Responding to COVID-19 http://
www.doe.nv.gov/uploadedFiles/
ndedoenvgov/content/News__Media/
Press_Releases/2020_Documents/

• Virginia Department of Education. 
(2020, April 28). VDOE partnership 
with Spanish-language radio station 
supports learning for students and 
families [Press Release]. http://
www.doe.virginia.gov/news/news_
releases/2020/4-28-20-spanish-radio-
program-e-s.docx
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