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SEASON 2 | WEBINAR 5: THE NEW NORMAL
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 January 28 webinar was the first 
session of Discovery Education’s Equity 
Talks webinar series in 2021. Panelists 
discussed the challenges they faced 
in leading their districts over the 
past 11 months and how they have 
combatted three different pandemics 
simultaneously: (1) COVID-19, (2) 
systemic racism, and (3) economic 
inequality. Each panelist talked about 
the issues within the contexts of their 
communities. Although the districts 
continue to face many challenges, the 
multiple pandemics also have taught 
the superintendents several lessons 
that they will use post-COVID. 

Dr. Jaime Aquino, senior vice president 
for Discovery Education, served as 
the MC and opened the session by 
encouraging the viewers to start a 

new chapter in 2021 that “elevates all 
human beings, regardless of their race, 
language, origin, socioeconomic status, 
or sexual orientation.” He added that 
all educators have the capability to 
write a story that allows all kids across 
the country to reach their potential. 

Dr. Luvelle Brown, facilitator for this 
Equity Talk and superintendent of 
Ithaca Public Schools, began the 
session by saying that it is difficult 
to be a school leader right now. He 
asked the panelists to explain their 
priorities and to share some of the 
things that they are currently thinking 
about and grappling with in their 
districts. One of the superintendents 
had been appointed to the position in 
the summer of 2019, just months prior 
to COVID-19 forcing schools to shut 
down. The panelist acknowledged that 
every single school leader, regardless 
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of how long he or she had been in 
that role, had never faced a pandemic 
before, so the situation and challenges 
were new to all of them. In response, 
superintendents across the nation shared 
ideas, documents, and stories about 
solutions. This new form of networking and 
collaborating was seen as a bright spot 
from the past year. In this particular district, 
students returned to in-person classes the 
week of this webinar. The superintendent 
was impressed with how the students and 
educators have seamlessly flowed back 
into a routine and credits that transition to 
how well the teachers and staff engaged 
with the students while teaching virtually. 

Understanding how learning was disrupted 
by COVID-19 is a key question for this 
superintendent. A lesson learned from 
this experience is that the old normal was 
not working for many students. School 
leaders ask themselves, “What are some 
policies and practices that our districts 
put into place during COVID that may be 
sustained?” Student learning needs to 
be accelerated, and with the increased 
awareness of learning gaps among 
students, this will be an essential question 
to answer as students return to school and 
we consider the “new normal” of a post-
COVID world. 

Another panelist said that framing the 
past year in terms of the “art of the pivot” 
helped to explain the district’s successes. 
In this district, students flipped between 
remote and in-person learning throughout 
the fall semester a couple of times. This 
“stop and start” mode caused instability 
across the school system, so leaders and 
educators had to be attuned to these 
disruptions. Throughout the pandemic, 
the district surveyed family members 
about their needs. Decisions were made 
collaboratively and built upon the theme 
of “Shoulder Up,” which means, “We 
stand shoulder to shoulder with one 
another. We pull our shoulders back. We 
keep our heads up. We’re moving forward 
to try to figure out how to navigate this 
pandemic.” 

This panelist then explained that the 
COVID-19 pandemic is only one of three 
pandemics faced by school systems: 

Superintendents are battling three 
pandemics at once. We mostly talk about 
COVID-19, but equally important is the 
civil unrest that’s taking place across 
our country. The systemic racism that 
we’re confronted with every single day 
while we’re trying to figure out what the 
economics are going to be. That’s the 
third pandemic. [COVID-19] provides 
us an opportunity to really understand 
what our roles are as leaders. We are 
educating towards the new normal. The 
new normal cannot be like the past. This 
is a great opportunity. With change, 
there is loss and there is opportunity. 
There’s a quote I like that says, “Look to 
the future with new vision. Tomorrow is 
not yesterday.” 

According to this superintendent, the role 
of leadership cannot be overemphasized, 
and he sees education as a bridge to 
other important areas of society. Education 
has the ability to link multiple sectors 
of society and to help discover gaps in 
the systems and where they overlap. For 
example, education can link to healthcare: 
Where gaps are seen in education, similar 
gaps are likely to be seen in healthcare. 
Understanding these links is critical in times 
of a pandemic.

At this point in the webinar, Dr. Brown 
posited a new question for the panelists 
to consider. He said that he heard them 
talking about structures and pathways 
and, especially, about learning loss 
because of the pandemic. He asked the 
superintendents to discuss what they are 
doing to accelerate learning for all their 
students.

One panelist said that they have to start 
by defining the gaps. Although they have 
always existed, right now, our nation is 
focused on them. In this superintendent’s 
district, the students have been remote 
since fall. Depending on the vaccination 
schedule, they may be able to be in 
physical classrooms by March. Traditionally, 
April is standardized assessment testing in 
this state. If the students are only returning 
to classes to take tests, the superintendent 
does not believe that it is in the best 
interest of the students and has pledged 
to not administer the tests in the district 
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this year. Instead, the district will focus 
on social and emotional learning and 
diagnosing student academic progress to 
help them make plans moving forward. 
Despite the challenges, the superintendent 
believes this is a time to make relevant and 
sustainable changes:

When our kids do return to schools, 
per the new normal, we can reimagine 
what schools should be. We have to 
look not only at what the pandemic has 
brought us, with regard to challenges, 
but also at the successful moments 
that have occurred. We have to make 
those moments sustainable in our new 
approach to education. I’m very excited 
to be at the helm and to be able to learn 
and lead during the process.

Educators need to consider what language 
they use as they consider how to move 
forward, another panelist added. For 
example, the term “learning loss” is 
common right now, but this superintendent 
prefers to talk about “accelerated 
learning.” This district has a large Black 
and Brown student population and 
constantly fights back against a deficit 
narrative to describe the students and the 
district. According to the superintendent, 
when educators and students return to 
school, they need to diagnose where the 
students are in their learning and devise 
ways to accelerate their academic growth, 
which is particularly critical for Black and 
Brown students. As the superintendent 
explained:

What was happening with our Black and 
Brown students? We were saying things 
like, “They’re not quite ready. We’ve got 
to wait.” We can’t keep waiting. We wait 
ourselves until they’re out of school, and 
they can’t read. That’s not acceptable. 
How are we thinking about accelerating 
the learning of students? That’s the 
adaptive mindset work we need to do as 
educators.

The superintendent also listed the 
technical components of the work that 
need to be addressed to fully implement 
this type of learning: building more time 
for instruction, using the school year and 
calendar more strategically, and providing 

support to teachers who implement 
the structures. This last part is critical; 
teachers must have support to execute the 
strategies effectively.

Another panelist continued to build on 
the notion of mindsets and addressing 
the current needs of both students and 
educators: Some students thrived in the 
virtual environment, while others struggled. 
Districts will need to decide how to address 
the needs of both groups of students. 
Because students were not in classrooms, 
suspension rates declined. How can these 
positive patterns be maintained? 

Additionally, this superintendent held 
student town halls throughout the 
pandemic to listen to the students in 
the district and to use their feedback to 
make changes. Specifically, the students 
said that they had too much screen time 
because of virtual learning. They asked for 
a modified schedule to do independent 
work and group work without having 
to be in front of a computer screen five 
days a week. To address this request, 
the district implemented “Asynchronous 
Wednesdays” to reduce their screen time. 
Student voice is critical for districts:

We have to elevate student voices. We 
have to give them authentic platforms 
where they can tell us how the decisions 
we’re making are impacting them. The 
one thing we’re good at is making 
decisions for children. We need to bring 
them to the table and ask them how our 
decisions are impacting them so we can 
modify and adjust based on the needs 
they are expressing. 

Next, Dr. Brown asked the panelists 
to share how they are navigating their 
budgets during these fiscally challenging 
times. Specifically, he asked how they 
were allocating their resources to promote 
equity and excellence in the middle of a 
pandemic and what their plans were to 
continue equity work after the pandemic.

All three panelists agreed that allocating 
resources for promoting equity and 
excellence was a priority. In one district, a 
new strategic planning process had been 
implemented prior to the pandemic, which 
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included promoting racial equity as both 
an organizational value as well as a priority. 
Across the district, this work has been put 
front and center. All district staff members, 
as well as the community, should know 
that the district is committed to doing the 
work around racial equity and creating 
classrooms that are antiracist. 

The superintendent emphasized that 
the budget is a way to demonstrate your 
priorities. Through resource allocation, 
this district is focused on advocacy at the 
state level. The state has moved toward 
equality, where everyone receives the 
same resources, rather than toward equity, 
where different students receive different 
resources, based on need. Furthermore, 
the district uses a student-based allocation 
model so students, such as English 
Language Learners and students from low 
socioeconomic families, who need special 
consideration, receive additional resources. 
The district also targeted resources when 
the pandemic started by spending $17 
million to ensure every student had a 
device, such as a Chromebook or iPad. 
The district also bought 7,000 hotspots 
to ensure that each student had reliable 
internet access. There are trade-offs 
for making these decisions, and the 
superintendent stated that they may 
not make the right decision every time, 
but by asking the appropriate questions 
about who will benefit and having a firm 
understanding of the opportunity costs, 
the options are thoroughly weighed before 
a decision is determined.

Other districts had plans to distribute 
resources more equitably prior to the 
pandemic. A panelist spoke about how the 
district was the first in the state to adopt 
an equity and antiracism resolution, which 
serves as the umbrella platform in how 
the district approaches all the work in the 
school system to include academics, safe 
schools, fiscal responsibility, organizational 
leadership, and partnerships. Since 
the pandemic, the discussions around 
advocacy have intensified. The district 
already used a Fair Funding Formula to 
allocate resources to those most in need. 
However, the superintendent said that this 
is the “right time to re-engage legislators 
around the importance of equity, because 

they are now starting to see the impact and 
effects of poverty.” 

This district also faced challenges when the 
pandemic started regarding technology 
distribution. They were able to use CARES 
Act funding to purchase devices for all 
students, but the district’s three-year 
technology plan became a three-month 
plan. Because of the ever-changing nature 
of technology, though, the superintendent 
is exploring ways to make the system 
sustainable. In this case, the district made 
a deal with an internet provider to split the 
costs of providing connectivity to students. 
Again, the panelist emphasized that 
sustainability is key: 

These efforts only have the chance to 
become sustainable with the help of 
people and legislators with the mindsets 
of understanding how important this 
is. They need to understand the gaps 
and the inequities, and also stand out 
there as advocates, constantly educating 
legislators on these things so they are 
equipped with the necessary tools to 
make the best decisions in the interest 
of all kids. Right now, I am laser-focused 
on advocacy, because the messaging, 
especially in the current climate of our 
country, is extremely important. People 
are listening, so we need to strike while 
the iron is hot. 

The final panelist to contribute to this 
discussion agreed that advocacy was 
key in determining school finances. This 
superintendent also viewed it through the 
lens of the economic pandemic. When 
determining school budgets, districts, 
especially those in lower socioeconomic 
areas, need to consider tax implications 
on a community. Districts must grapple 
with how to do more with less. In the 
case of technology, this district had a 1:1 
technology initiative in place pre-COVID, 
so all students already had devices when 
schools closed. However, they have found 
that the additional burden of online 
schooling was using up all the data on 
some families’ data plans. The district 
is working on finding ways to ease the 
families’ burdens, so students do not have 
to worry about limited access due to limited 
data plans.
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In terms of advocacy, education leaders 
across this particular state are planning to 
meet at the state’s capitol to ask legislators 
for reimbursements. At the beginning 
of the pandemic, educators in this state 
were asked to continue to pay vendors. 
Recently, the districts learned they would 
not be reimbursed for those costs, which, 
in some cases, totaled millions of dollars. 
Leadership is advocating to ensure that 
students receive the resources they need 
and deserve.

Next, the panelists were asked to 
comment on how they are different 
leaders today compared to March 2020. 
In general, the panelists said that over 
the past few months, they have become 
more passionate and more aware of the 
needs of their students and staff. One 
superintendent stated, “I think that it 
provides, in a sense, an opportunity for me 
to accelerate the passion around why we 
do this work for our kids. I focus on igniting 
and sustaining them with their efforts.” The 
superintendent noted that listening to the 
concerns of the adults has become a high 
priority. In addition to supporting students’ 
social and emotional well-being, the district 
is focused on meeting the social and 
emotional needs of the adults as well. 

A superintendent added that self-care also 
is important. Those who do not prioritize 
self-care are incapable of caring for others. 
The panelist added that modeling self-care 
was important for others in the district, 
especially others in leadership roles, so they 
understand that it is important to practice 
self-care.

Another panelist echoed this sentiment 
and explained that it is important to 
be optimistic, but leaders also must 
acknowledge the struggles people face 
on a daily basis. During team meetings 
in this district, members have meditation 
time, and they focus on breathing 
techniques. They ask each other, “How do 
we decompress? How do we monitor how 
we’re doing? How are we eating? How are 
we sleeping?” 

It’s tough. It’s tough emotionally. 
People are putting a lot of pressure on 
themselves, and if they’re not mindful, 
they’re going to break down. I think 
there’s no better time than right now to 
prioritize self and family and make sure 
you’re at your optimal best so that you 
can lead others.

At the end of the session, the panelists 
were asked to share a few words to 
inspire educators across the globe. The 
panelists concluded by stating that this is 
an opportunity to do better than we have 
done before. 

• I say continue to be humanistic; 
continue to be healthy and whole. 
Make sure that when we talk about 
racial and educational equity, it still 
begins and ends with every leader. It’s 
with every decision. And, you have to 
implement and do it every day. You 
have to wear this on your sleeve. I 
think with the energy and momentum 
we have right now, the new normal 
is going to look different. It has great 
possibilities of being inclusive. It has 
great opportunities to be able to 
recognize poverty. We talk about these 
achievement gaps and deficits and 
really focusing on Black and Brown lives 
and children coming from underserved 
communities, but, it’s not believable if 
you don’t believe it yourself, so continue 
to inspire. Make sure you continue to 
push equity and antiracism with every 
leader, every decision, every day.

• Because of the pressure everyone 
is under, this is the best we’ve ever 
done, so giving license to celebrate, 
to acknowledge the effort, I think, is 
going to go a long way. The second 
point I would say is to find the courage 
to stop the stampede back to the 
status quo. The last point I would like 
to make is one of my favorite quotes 
from Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.: “In 
the moments of challenge, do what’s 
popular. In the moments of challenge, 
do what’s political. In the moments of 
challenge, do what’s right. And, when 
doing what’s popular, political, and 
right come into conflict with each other, 
always do what’s right.”
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• You have to continue being committed 
to doing what is right and just for kids. 
You will see the curve start to move. 
We can do it, and now is the time to 
be bold and unapologetic. Those 
insurrectionists at the Capitol were very 
bold in upholding white supremacy. 
They were very bold, so there is no 
reason for us to not be equally as bold 
in our pursuit of access.

To conclude the session, Dr. Aquino 
summarized the panelists’ remarks and 
reminded everyone that although we have 
found a vaccine for COVID, “we still have 
no cure for systemic racism and economic 
inequality in this country. Shame on us as a 
nation.” He added, from today’s speakers, 
we have learned that the new normal cannot 
look like the old normal because it failed 
too many students. We are the authors of 
the new normal, so let’s make sure we’re 
great writers. The power of language is 
critical, and we must change the narrative, 
particularly around Black and Brown 
students. Finally, advocacy is a powerful tool 
that we should all be using--through social 
media and contacting our legislators- to do 
what is right for children and youth. 

The session ended with a quote from 
Amanda Gorman, the first national youth 
poet laureate and inaugural poet at the 
January 20, 2021 presidential inauguration: 
“While we have our eyes on the future, 
history has its eyes on us.”

 Pertinent Quotes 

• “When our kids do return to schools, 
per the new normal, we can reimagine 
what schools should be. We have to 
look not only at what the pandemic has 
brought us, with regard to challenges, 
but also at the successful moments 
that have occurred. We have to make 
those moments sustainable in our 
new approach to education. I’m very 
excited to be at the helm and to be 
able to learn and lead during the 
process.”

• “What was happening with our Black 
and Brown students? We were saying 
things like, “They’re not quite ready. 
We’ve got to wait.” We can’t keep 
waiting. We wait ourselves until 
they’re out of school, and they can’t 
read. That’s not acceptable. How 
are we thinking about accelerating 
the learning of students? That’s the 
adaptive mindset work we need to do 
as educators.”

• “We have to elevate student voices. 
We have to give them authentic 
platforms where they can tell us 
how the decisions we’re making 
are impacting them. The one thing 
we’re good at is making decisions for 
children. We need to bring them to the 
table and ask them how our decisions 
are impacting them so we can modify 
and adjust based on the needs they 
are expressing.”

• “These efforts only have the chance 
to become sustainable with the 
help of people and legislators with 
the mindsets of understanding 
how important this is. They need 
to understand the gaps and the 
inequities, and also stand out there 
as an advocate, constantly educating 
legislators on these things so they are 
equipped with the necessary tools to 
make the best decisions in the interest 
of all kids. Right now, I am laser-
focused on advocacy, because the 
messaging, especially in the current 
climate of our country, is extremely 
important. People are listening, so we 
need to strike while the iron is hot.”

Additional Questions/Commentary 

• How do you think we can improve 
equal learning opportunities for 
impoverished areas in the country?

• How do see the change in delivery of 
instruction in the near future as a result 
of having to go virtual?

• What are the gains or positives that 
have happened in this shakeup that we 
want to keep when we create the new 
normal? 

“We have to 
elevate student 

voices. We 
have to give 
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they can tell us 

how the decisions 
we’re making are 
impacting them.”
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• How do you adequately address 
all learning styles in the midst of a 
pandemic? As you mentioned, some 
students do thrive in remote settings. 

• I love the Student Town Hall idea. How 
do you address push back, either from 
community or staff?

• How do you help students who refuse 
to turn their cameras on or who are 
disengaged?

• How can school systems put structures 
in place to support the social and 
emotional needs of the adults in 
addition to those of the students?   

Additional Commentary from Chat 

• If you can’t get to the social emotional 
needs, educational growth will 
continue to suffer.

• The best way to ease kids back into 
school is focusing not only on the 
education aspects, but also on their 
emotional needs.

• Totally agree that “learning 
loss” seems to put the blame or 
responsibility fully on the students and 
parents. 

• Let’s hear student voice. 

• In terms of advocacy and making 
this sustainable, we all should be 
making this case at both the state 
level but also nationally to the [Federal 
Communications Commission]—to 
allow districts to use E-rate funding to 
support student technology usage at 
home!

• Thank you for acknowledging the 
importance of self-care as educators. 

• Modeling self-care has been very 
important in this time. Not just saying it 
is important.

• A “starting baker” cannot continue to 
bake bread for the village unless they 
stop to feed themselves.

• I talk about and leverage the Stockdale 
Paradox with our leaders often. Name 
the brutal facts, and also believe that 
you can still ensure and achieve.   

Resources for Consideration

• Bernal, A. (2020). Black Athena: The 
Afroasiatic roots of classical civilization. 
(3 volume set). Rutgers University Press 
Classics.

• Connors, N. (2013). If you don’t feed 
the teachers, they eat the students!: 
Guide to success for administrators 
and teachers. (2nd Ed.). Incentive 
Publications.

• Gyasi, Y. (2017). Homegoing. Vintage.

• M’Bantu, A. (2019). The black kings of 
Europe. Independently published.

• Muhammad, G. Cultivating genius: 
An equity framework for culturally 
and historically responsive literacy. 
Scholastic Teaching Resources.

• Van Sertima, I. (2003) They came before 
Columbus: The African presence in 
ancient America. Random House Trade 
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