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SEASON 2 | WEBINAR 6: ON THE COURT OR IN 
THE SCHOOLS: LEADING FROM BEHIND

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 

The February 25 webinar was 
the second session of Discovery 
Education’s Equity Talks webinar series 
in 2021. As audience members entered 
the webinar, they saw a quote from 
Katherine Johnson, NASA Scientist, 
mathematician, physicist, and pioneer: 
“Everything was so new – the whole 
idea of going into space was new and 
daring. There were no textbooks, so 
we had to write them.” This has been 
a theme of the webinar series – no one 
had faced the COVID-19, economic, or 
social justice pandemics introduced in 
2020. Educators have an opportunity 
to write a new text to create new and 
improved educational systems moving 
forward. 

Molly Hebert Loyd, head of urban 
education partnerships at Discovery 

Education, served as the host for this 
session. After acknowledging the quote 
by Katherine Johnson, she began by 
recognizing that February was Black 
History Month. She introduced the 
panelists by pointing out that they are 
former student athletes who are now 
leaders in their communities, guiding 
their communities to produce equity 
and excellence. 

Dr. Luvelle Brown, facilitator for this 
Equity Talk and superintendent of 
Ithaca Public Schools, began the 
discussion by stating that students 
and their families have been severely 
affected by the current economic, 
health, and social justice crises both 
nationally and globally. He asked Mr. 
Jason Collins to reflect on how the 
NBA can support students and families 
in the midst of these challenging times. 
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Mr. Collins explained that the NBA’s 
many different community and corporate 
partnerships fall into three categories: (1) 
addressing food insecurity, (2) mitigating 
the digital divide, and (3) emphasizing 
mental well-being. To illustrate the 
programs that address each category, 
Mr. Collins mentioned that the Detroit 
Pistons partnered with organizations in the 
community to provide laptops to students 
and local school systems. The Atlanta 
Hawks distributed food at different local 
recreation centers. Mr. Collins himself 
volunteered at the Second Harvest Food 
Bank in southern California. 

The NBA provides mental health 
programs online. Under the “Programs” 
tab at the cares.nba.com website, visitors 
can find a link to “Mind Health,” which 
will lead to resources and programs 
designed to address those issues. Mr. 
Collins added that part of attending to 
mental health is finding time to go outside 
and participate in physical activity. During 
his time on the President’s Council on 
Sports, Fitness & Nutrition under the 
Obama administration, Mr. Collins said 
they promoted the practice of students 
taking “brain breaks” to become more 
physically active. Mr. Collins said that the 
NBA “attacks mental health from a lot 
of different angles. This issue is huge, so 
you have to think broadly and figure out 
where you can use platform, whether it’s 
our franchises or our players. We use our 
players, we use our franchises, and we use 
our partnerships to tackle this subject.”

Dr. Brown next turned to the 
superintendents. He asked them to reflect 
on how schools influence the present 
circumstances of young people. Dr. 
Katrise Perera said that her district needs 
to take “a microscope look, as well as a 
telescope look.” Food insecurity is a major 
issue within the Gresham-Barlow School 
District, and the district provided 5000-
6000 meals per day for students when 
schools closed last March to ensure their 
safety and wellness. Although students 
still engage in distance learning, teachers 
have advisories a couple of times a week 
for mental wellness checks. Even before 
COVID-19, in every decision it made, the 

district emphasized providing access and 
opportunities for all students. Due to the 
changes that occurred over the past year, 
the district continues to be innovative in 
how they connect with families and the 
community by remaining “adaptable, 
available, and ready to engage with 
our families and our students.” The 
superintendent mentioned that the district 
added a student advisory workgroup 
that meets monthly to provide district 
leadership with feedback from the student 
perspective.

Dr. Mark Bedell added to the conversation 
by highlighting the crucial part that sports 
can play in attending to the social and 
emotional well-being of students. He stated 
that sports can “be a driver of life-long 
success.” However, he continued to discuss 
the challenges associated with supporting 
students and mental health. He mentioned 
the stigma associated with getting support 
in addressing mental health issues still 
present in the Kansas City community. 
Recently he had a student townhall meeting 
and asked students how both they and 
their caretakers were faring. At first, no one 
wanted to respond. Eventually a twelfth 
grader shared that in October he hit a wall. 
He was falling behind on work and had 
thoughts of suicide. 

To address this issue promptly, Dr. Bedell 
recommended that districts provide a 
venue where students can offload some 
of the trauma they face. In his district, 
it is handled by the Student Support 
Division. Using a collective impact model 
of support, the district brought in several 
partners, such as a psychiatrist from 
Children’s Mercy Hospital. The mayor’s 
office provided workshops called Prep and 
Ready, designed to help parents identify 
signs that their child may need social and 
emotional support. Additionally, the Kansas 
City School District tripled the number of 
trauma sensitive clinicians. Over the past 
three years, Kansas City has experienced 
record high murder rates. Often, these 
crimes are occurring in the neighborhoods 
where the students reside. 

Dr. Bedell added that they now have 
community conversations called “We are 
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Here to Serve You.” These conversations 
are COVID-conscious and focus on 
vulnerable populations, especially 
grandparents because many students 
in the Kansas City area are being raised 
by older caregivers. Acknowledging 
that homelessness is also an issue, he 
explained:

We are trying to figure out how we can 
address the economic impact of this 
pandemic by working with many of our 
businesses and many of our different 
partners that we believe would allow for 
us to create this revitalization of healthy 
students within our communities.

At this point in the webinar, Dr. Brown 
said that they would dig deeper into 
the inequality and inequities of the 
mental health crisis. He asked for the 
panelists to speak about policies and 
practices that school districts and the 
NBA might implement to address mental 
and emotional issues. Specifically, he 
mentioned the history of inequity across 
the Kansas City community, noting that 
the tendency to avoid reckoning with 
historical inequities continues to affect 
schools and communities. 

Dr. Bedell spoke about how important it 
is for leadership in Kansas City Schools to 
review administrative and board policies 
that may “further support the dominant 
narrative of how they believe our kids 
should behave, how they believe we 
should discipline.” He explained that 
having an equity policy is great, but it is not 
effective if “you do not unpack those other 
policies that are oppressive in nature.” 

Describing how inequities have been 
exacerbated across the community, Dr. 
Bedell highlighted the pervasive lack of 
investment in the community dating back 
to the redlining policies of the 1930s, 
which, according to Dr. Bedell, continue 
to plague the city. He explained how the 
school district suffers due to these types 
of policies, noting that they are 17th in 
the country with the amount of money 
that is abated. In summary, the Kansas 
City School District does not get $1,062 
per student on an annual basis because 

the money is being abated. The Kansas 
City School District is 100 percent free or 
reduced lunch, yet other districts have 
only $97 per student abated because of 
economic development and where the 
percentage of students receiving free or 
reduced lunch is much lower. To address 
this issue, Dr. Bedell argued:

You have to shape policy at the city 
level. How do you start to get economic 
development reform? Start reinvesting 
in those communities where the crime 
rate is high, the houses are crumbling, 
and there is no economic infrastructure 
so those people can work within their 
communities.

However, Dr. Bedell also warned the 
audience members that by taking these 
positions, they may get attacked, which 
had recently happened to him when 
he required everyone in the district to 
undergo implicit bias training. The training 
is important because it will allow everyone 
to “check our biases at the door so we 
can give all our kids a fair chance and not 
perpetuate the school-to-prison pipeline.” 

Mr. Collins expanded on that notion, 
adding that one of the best classes 
he took in college was called Group 
Communication, where he learned that 
“it’s hard to relate to others until you 
understand that everyone has baggage. 
Once you hold up a mirror to yourself and 
unpack some of your own baggage, then 
you realize that there are common threads 
across everyone’s stories.” He suggested 
that we learn to build on connections that 
unite us all. 

Next, Mr. Collins expanded upon ways 
that the NBA is addressing issues 
surrounding mental health stigmas. 
NBA All-Stars, WNBA All-Stars, and 
league executives publicly address this 
issue. Through programs such as NBA 
Voices, the NBA encourages community 
leaders to use their voices to address 
issues specific to their community while 
the NBA helps amplify their voices. The 
leaders know the issues best, but the 
NBA can work to make sure they are 
heard. Similarly, the NBA has programs 
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that encourage students to use their 
voices. During the 2020 All-Star break in 
Chicago, the NBA devised a program to 
allow inner-city youth from Chicago to 
discuss what is happening within their 
communities. The mayor and head of the 
school board participated as well, which 
ensured that the youth knew that people 
were listening.

Dr. Perera wanted to emphasize the 
practices that need to be implemented 
successfully in order to address inequality. 
She reminded the audience that 
“knowledge is not understanding, and 
information is not experience.” A policy 
that is currently in effect is not necessarily 
a policy that is fully understood; likewise, 
reading and gathering information does 
not necessarily lead to full understanding 
of what a particular experience is like. 
She provided a concrete example of her 
district’s experience over the past year: 
Like many districts, hers had a three-year 
plan to implement 1:1 technology. Once 
the pandemic hit, the district moved 
up the timeline to ensure that every 
student received a device. Although each 
student had a device, access was not 
equitable. Some students did not have 
the appropriate bandwidth to adequately 
attend school on a device, which further 
exacerbated the learning gap. The 
Gresham-Barlow School District’s motto 
is “Maslow before Bloom’s,” but the 
district should not be in a situation where 
leadership is responsible for negotiating 
with the local internet providers. This is 
a national problem. Dr. Perera pointed 
out that most people have a device in 
their pockets that has more power than 
the computer that first sent an American 
to the moon, so, she asks, what is the 
price of digital exclusion in the long-
run? Dr. Perera elaborated with another 
example: People are involved in book 
studies, but reading a book will not 
provide the insight that lived experience 
provides. Using a vaccine metaphor, she 
said, “COVID at least has a vaccine. The 
social justice piece – there’s no vaccine for 
that – and just reading a book does not 
mean that you really understand what that 
experience is about.”

During the next part of the discussion, 
Dr. Brown asked the panelists to discuss 
positive examples of partnerships, which 
could include community partnerships, 
community partnership schools, private 
sector, and community organizations. 
He asked Mr. Collins to talk about 
NBA partnerships and then asked 
the superintendents to speak about 
partnerships within their districts.

Mr. Collins began by explaining that 
three years ago at the ESPYs, several 
NBA players spoke about the need for 
social justice change. Players wanted to 
address social justice inequality, so the 
NBA asked how the league could help. 
What programs could be put into place? 
Mr. Collins spoke about two specific 
programs. First, every NBA team market 
has partnered with local schools or youth 
and recreation centers along with local 
law enforcement. The youth and the 
law enforcement representatives play 
basketball together and then discuss 
issues in the community to help foster 
positive relationships between the youth 
and the officers, getting to know one 
another as people in order to build 
bridges within the community.

Second, Mr. Collins spoke about NBA 
programming related to anti-bullying, 
especially bullying against the LBGTQ 
community. This is particularly important 
to Mr. Collins, who was the first active 
male athlete in any of the four major 
American professional team sports to 
publicly come out as gay. He said that 
much school culture – both at the high 
school and college level – is set by the 
athletes, so these programs are designed 
to eliminate homophobic and sexist 
language. According to Mr. Collins, 
athletes are asked: 

What do you stand for? Do you stand 
for bringing people together? Team 
sports are about unity and a common 
goal. How can that translate to the 
community, to your school? One 
program we have targets local athletes 
and also their coaches, so the coaches 
are now armed with this information 
and they can, hopefully, when they  
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go back to their schools, help change 
the culture to one that is more open 
and accepting for LBGTQ students,  
in particular. 

Specifically, the organizations that the 
NBA works with are A Call to Men and 
Athlete Ally. A Call to Men focuses on 
eliminating sexist language, while Athlete 
Ally focuses on eliminating homophobic 
language in sports. Both organizations 
also address local school communities. 
Mr. Collins added that every rookie player 
drafted into the NBA completes a week-
long seminar called the Rookie Transition 
Program, where language used in the 
locker room is a key topic. 

Dr. Bedell talked about the Kansas City 
School District’s focus on leveraging 
community partnerships to eliminate 
inequities. Its leaders use a portfolio 
mentoring model with the assistance 
of many critical stakeholders. The goal 
is to “educate everybody around what 
the variables are that our students face 
– how they show up to school – and 
the conditions as to why they are in the 
situation they are in.” The mentors receive 
training on the history of the district, 
including institutionalized racist practices. 
According to Dr. Bedell, mentors receive 
the same training that any adult working 
in the district would receive: 

How do you work with a kid based on 
who the kid is and not already come  
in and have a preconceived mindset  
of a low expectation by saying that 
you’re here to provide a crutch? I want 
my kids to know that there are people 
out there who, despite the variables, 
believe in them. 

Dr. Bedell went on to explain the five 
different mentoring programs: For 
example, “Career Mentors” is an initiative 
based on future employment interests of 
the students. “Success Mentors” tutor 
individual students at the elementary, 
middle, and high schools. “Men of Color, 
Honor, and Ambition” (MOCHA) have 
leaders mentoring the district’s Latino 
and Black male students. Data suggest 
the programs are having positive impacts. 

Dr. Bedell said that suspension rates are 
down, and grades and graduation rates 
are up. “Every major indicator that you 
can measure, our kids are meeting with 
success,” Dr. Bedell said. He added that 
the district now offers courses to students 
on authentic Black and Brown history. The 
purpose is to “focus on teaching the true 
history of our Black and Brown kids and 
helping them understand what it is going 
to take to make this a better city for all.”

Dr. Perera addressed this question next. She 
said that education is the “truth business:” 

We need to tell the truth. We need to 
stop looking for ways to mourn what we 
lost and how we get back to where we 
need to be. We know what we need. 
I’ve been in education for over 25 years. 
We’ve always known. The question is, 
do you have the will to do so, and can 
you? And, if you have that will, what do 
you do?

Although partners are important, Dr. 
Perera argued that to be successful, the 
district needs to have a well-defined 
vision that aligns with the partner’s vision. 
When the district and the partner have 
the same vision, the bond between them 
is stronger. Dr. Perera expressed what 
districts and their partners need to do 
after the pandemic:

Most of all, to ensure partnerships, 
we have to begin with the basics of 
empathy like never before because of 
what our students have experienced. 
Post-pandemic, we have to leverage 
every single partnership we can, but 
again, you have to know what you want 
first. I continue to see obstacles, of 
course, but I also see opportunities. To 
me, it’s about creating the tools and 
having the people you need to connect 
our present to our future … Our past is 
not our future, but our kids are 100% 
our future, so we have to know what we 
want and what we’re doing in order to 
have the partners become more active 
participants in the future of our kids.

Dr. Brown transitioned into the lightening 
round of questions. He began by raising 
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the point that basketball is a big part of 
indigenous communities. Focusing on this 
community, Dr. Brown asked Mr. Collins if 
the NBA was doing anything to encourage 
the use of that passion for unity and equity. 
Mr. Collins said he was a member of the 
Shinnecock Indian Nation, located in 
Long Island, New York and has organized 
a basketball camp on the Shinnecock 
Reservation. Other NBA players with 
indigenous ties have provided camps on 
reservations to foster ties to the Nation.

Since the panelists were all leaders of color, 
Dr. Brown pointed out that when people 
see them, they understand they have lived 
experiences and expect them to engage 
in conversations like today’s webinar. Yet, 
those same expectations may not be 
present for white leaders. He asked the 
panelists what they do to guide leaders of 
another race to support young people of 
color, Black and Brown, in particular.

Dr. Perera began the conversation by 
stating that leaders had to build capacity 
in others because she “cannot be the only 
person in the district talking about access 
and opportunities for our students.” 
As Dr. Perera explained, equity affects 
everything, including how the district 
leadership hires and distributes dollars. 
Dr. Perera explained that she “leads 
from behind” because she has faced 
challenges that negatively affected herself 
and her family:

I try to build capacity in others to give 
them the tools and resources they need. 
Of course, I work alongside, but I’m 
leading from behind because I know the 
importance of getting the work done, 
and I don’t want me and what I project 
to stifle any of that for our students.

Dr. Bedell added that he had asked Dr. 
Perera to speak more about leading from 
behind after another meeting they had 
attended together because, as an “equity 
warrior,” Dr. Bedell has found there is a lot 
of toxic stress, particularly from people who 
do not want to see this type of work get 
accomplished. He has a diverse committee 
and explained his commitment to learning 
more about leading from behind:

I have to try to figure out how to lead 
from behind so [the message] can land 
on people from all different races a 
little bit more easily – so it’s not being 
painted as this angry Black woman or 
any Black man speaking, which tends to 
fall on deaf ears in many of our cities. 

Bringing the conversation full circle, Dr. 
Perera offered a sports metaphor to explain 
the concept of leading from behind: 

There are five players on the court at 
one time from either team. If I’m the 
point guard, I don’t always have to 
shoot it. I don’t have to shoot it every 
time to win the game. I can dribble. 
I can pass it. I can help set screens. I 
can do other things to help score or 
even defend. At the end of the day, 
what do we all want? We all want that 
W. We all want that win. I think of it as 
being a team effort. Because I’m the 
superintendent, or I’m the captain of 
the team, I don’t need to be out front. 

Mr. Collins added to that by referencing the 
Golden State Warriors motto of “Strength 
in Numbers.” He said that people need to 
stick together to push for that win. 

To end the session, Dr. Brown asked the 
panelists one final question: What would 
you say to people who will listen to this 
webinar to inspire them to do something 
different tomorrow in order to produce 
equity and excellence in their schools? 
Comments from the panelists are bulleted 
below:

• Just keep having these conversations. 
Don’t push it off as a one-and-done 
thing. Or, we did it this month. Check 
it off. We need to keep constantly 
having these conversations and 
implementing policies through 
the lenses of equity, access, and 
opportunity.

• I think we all need to recognize 
that we’ve all been conditioned 
to assimilate into a culture and 
system that by design doesn’t have 
everybody in mind. It was never built 
for all of us to have the same level of 
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opportunities and access. In getting in 
and trying to disrupt that system and 
trying to redesign or reimagine how 
you can educate in a more equitable 
system, there’re going to be many 
opportunities or many times when you 
find yourself in a valley of despair. The 
advice I give to people is you get to 
determine how long you want to live 
in that valley of despair, so when you 
get those negative letters, when you 
get things that are just cruel to the 
point of ‘why am I fighting like this,’ 
always go back and remember: You 
have to look kids in the face every 
single day who are depending on you 
to do your part to make their journey 
a little bit easier so we can gradually 
dismantle systemic racism so it does 
not become a part of the fabric of this 
system. 

• The system is designed to have 
winners and losers. Oftentimes, in 
particular, children in urban school 
districts, by design through policies 
and bills and just the way the system 
is set up, are already at a loss, and we 
can no longer allow that to continue. 
We can no longer be contributors to 
a system designed by perpetuating it, 
whether we know it or not. We all play 
a role in it, so we have to be more 
conscious of what we can and cannot 
do in that work.

• As public educators, we cannot 
continue to mourn what our students 
don’t get and how they’re not 
learning. We have to make sure we 
are building capacity in our students, 
so they are empowered to be not just 
consumers of information that they 
receive from us, but they are able to 
take that information and create their 
own learning agencies. We can’t do 
that without empowering them to 
truly understand the context of what 
they need. Or, with the COVID piece, 
the moment. Or, the history of their 
community. I think they need to be 
given ways to be active agents of their 
own learning to improve their local 
communities. What’s good for our 
students is good for our community, 

and it’s good for our state, as well 
as our nation. This whole access and 
equity piece is not a pie, folks. It’s 
good for everyone.

 Pertinent Quotes 

• “COVID at least has a vaccine. The 
social justice piece – there’s no vaccine 
for that – and just reading a book does 
not mean that you really understand 
what that experience is about.”

• “We are trying to figure out how we 
can address the economic impact 
of this pandemic by working with 
many of our businesses and many 
of our different partners that we 
believe would allow for us to create 
this revitalization of healthy students 
within our communities.”

• “What do you stand for? Do you 
stand for bringing people together? 
Team sports are about unity and a 
common goal. How can that translate 
to the community, to your school? 
One program we have targets local 
athletes and also their coaches so 
the coaches are now armed with this 
information and they can hopefully, 
when they go back to their schools, 
help change the culture to one that 
is more opening and accepting for 
LBGTQ students, in particular.”

• “How do you work with a kid based on 
who the kid is and not already come 
in and have a preconceived mindset 
of a low expectation by saying that 
you’re here to provide a crutch? I want 
my kids to know that there are people 
out there who, despite the variables, 
believe in them.” 

• “As public educators, we cannot 
continue to mourn what our students 
don’t get and how they’re not 
learning. We have to make sure we 
are building capacity in each of our 
students, so they are empowered to 
be not just consumers of information 
that they receive from us, but they 
are able to take that information and 
create their own learning agencies.”

The system is 
designed to 

have winners and 
losers. Oftentimes, 

in particular, 
children in urban 

school districts, 
by design through 

policies and bills 
and just the way 
the system is set 

up, are already at 
a loss, and we can 

no longer allow 
that to continue.

http://www.DiscoveryEducation.com/Equity-Talks


DiscoveryEducation.com/Equity-Talks | 8

• “There are five players on the court at 
one time from either team. If I’m the 
point guard, I don’t always have to 
shoot it. I don’t have to shoot it every 
time to win the game. I can dribble, 
I can pass it. I can help set screens. I 
can do other things to help score or 
even defend. At the end of the day, 
what do we all want? We all want that 
W. We all want that win. I think of it as 
being a team effort. Because I’m the 
superintendent, or I’m the captain of 
the team, I don’t need to be out front.”

Additional Questions/Commentary 

• Do white suburban districts need 
to wait for experts (consultants) to 
make efforts at bringing social justice 
change/cultural proficiency into center 
focus? Do you see anything wrong 
with grassroots efforts? If knowledge 
does not equal understanding, can 
White teachers make the change or 
do we need to be informed by others?

• If connectivity should not be the 
school’s job, what do we do with that 
in the moment? Providing connection 
to a kid or family bails out the 
government or corporate members 
who should take care of the problem 
and maybe rewards them. Setting 
boundaries and not taking that on 
punishes the kid and family who are 
already excluded. How should we 
approach this?

• Why is there such resistance within 
districts to implement change, 
whether that change is academic 
or social-emotional, such as with 
teacher/student support solutions 
(Ed Tech), etc.? Is it ego? The 
fear of failure? How do we break 
traditionalism that is not working?

• How can elite and respected 
organizations like the NBA speak out 
against the pushback of the anti-white 
rhetoric?  

Additional Commentary from Chat 

• Great point on the importance of 
fitness. COVID has really limited some 
communities’ ability to offer team 
sports, which is not just a physical but 
social gap we need to fill for our youth.

• Thank you to the NBA for your 
incredible partnership to Discovery 
Education and your ongoing 
commitment to social justice, mental 
health, equity, and all that impacts 
educators, students, and communities. 
And thank you to Jason Collins for 
being with us today!

• Big issue in Ohio with State Funding 
ruled unconstitutional in 1997 and 
hasn’t been fixed! Large urban districts 
are suffering from lack of equity here!

• When you speak about mental 
health for students, do not forget 
about teachers, administrators, 
and superintendents, too! 
#MentalHealthMatters

• That’s an interesting point that you do 
not need to be out front all the time. 
Our school district is struggling to put 
equity at the forefront of everything it 
does. The equity talk comes from the 
middle in our district. Like you said, 
it takes everyone. Our top leadership 
needs to step up.

• It is easier to build strong boys and 
girls than fix broken men and women.  

Resources for Consideration

• NBA Cares: https://cares.nba.com/ 
and visit NBA Mind Health website 
(https://cares.nba.com/mindhealth/) to 
learn about various resources around 
the importance of taking care of one’s 
mental, emotional, and physical health.

• NBA Junior: https://jr.nba.com/

• A Call to Men: www.acalltomen.org

• Athlete Ally: www.athleteally.org

http://www.DiscoveryEducation.com/Equity-Talks
https://cares.nba.com/
https://cares.nba.com/mindhealth/
https://jr.nba.com/
http://www.acalltomen.org
http://www.athleteally.org
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