School Culture and Climate Virtual Conference 2021
Opportunities Born from Challenges
Conference Highlights and Key Takeaways

Embracing Conflicts as Opportunities to
Deepen Relationships
Many of us try to avoid conflict in our daily lives.
It makes us feel uncomfortable, we may not
know how to respond to it, or we are afraid of
what will happen if we do respond. The reality is
that conflict is an inevitable part of any relationship, and it is through that conflict that we have
the opportunity to deepen relationships. It is
often through conflict that we come to understand ourselves and others better, and to see
things from new perspectives. In this interactive
workshop, participants will explore conflict as a
relational phenomenon rooted in stressful
incidents which impact our brains and, in turn,
our ability to connect with ourselves and others
in meaningful ways.
Presented by: Stacey Alicea, Ph.D., MPH,
Independent Consultant and Director of Early
Learning Strategy at Newark Trust for Education,
New York, NY

Provided through the School Culture and Climate Initiative
Center for Human and Social Development at Saint Elizabeth

Key Takeaways:

• Focus on the why; speak less; listen more.
• Conflict is natural, necessary and can be
productive.
• Approach conflict situations with curiosity and
ask non-threatening questions.
• Being self-aware helps guard against
defensiveness.
• Pause and breathe.

The Mindful Leader: Responding to External
Complexities Through Inner Clarity
Education is a complex and demanding profession requiring personal, internal clarity to ensure excellent job performance. Between complicated health and safety
mandates, new learning environments and social justice
issues that have resurfaced, maintaining that internal clarity
is no easy task but one that is crucial for safeguarding
physical and mental well-being and educational effectiveness. Evidence-based mindfulness practices are strategies
that can help develop personal skills and assets and
remove impediments resulting in improved clarity. This
presentation outlines this journey from the perspective of
school leaders.
Presented by: Timothy Steinhauer, Ed.D., Superintendent
Mt. Lebanon School District, Pittsburgh, PA; Ron Davis, Ed.D.,
Assistant Superintendent, Mt. Lebanon School District,
Pittsburgh, PA

Key Takeaways:
• Mindfulness is for everyone.
• “Before you can lead others, you must be able to lead yourself.”
• It’s what you say to yourself when you’re by yourself that matters most.
• “At the heart of true leadership is developing personal mastery and self-awareness.”
• Emotions drive people. People drive performance.

Lunch and Panel "SECD Lessons Learned from the Pandemic" featuring:
Maurice Elias, Ph.D., Professor of Psychology, Rutgers University; Director, Rutgers SocialEmotional and Character Development Lab; Co-Director, Academy for Social-Emotional
Learning in Schools
Panelists: Rosalyn Barnes, Saskia Brown, Ed.D. and Scott Taylor, Ed.D.
In this panel discussion, Dr. Elias shared remarks about social emotional learning/character development
(SECD) over the years and the specific lessons we have learned from the pandemic. Guest panelists
joined Dr. Elias and shared some of the surprising opportunities that educators have discovered this past
year and how we can build on these insights in years to come.

Key Takeaways:
• Ms. Barnes shared her inspiring approach to leadership: Lead with Love
• Dr. Taylor offered sage advice about taking it slow coupled with practical examples of student grading
options and incorporating student voice whenever possible
• Dr. Brown shared her impressive achievement of building a districtwide infrastructure that can
coordinate, champion and ensure the sustainability of the climate and SEL work throughout the district

Seize the Opportunity: Making Time and Space for Addressing Challenging Issues in our Schools
Out of the ashes of the heartache and disappointment that we, as a society, have endured over the past
year, a glimmer of hope can still be seen - hope that we can now openly address issues of race and class
in a meaningful way. Many of us who live our lives with societal advantages have been unaware of the
oppression that others in our communities still face on a daily basis due to race and/or class. As horrific as
our current events have been, these events have shined the light on flawed systems that still rob so many
of opportunities and basic humane treatment. So, we must seize the opportunity – now is the time to have
these tough conversations!
Presented by: Kori Hamilton Biagas, M.Ed.,
Education Consultant, Just Educators, Washington, DC

Key Takeaways:

• In order to grow and unite as a community, we
need to be able to listen and hear one another in
order to understand the pains of the past and the
present in order to move forward in the future.
• It's important to let students know that we don't
have the answers and that we are learning with
them.
• There’s power in admitting our vulnerability.
• Begin with little changes.

The Adaptable Brain: Why It’s Never Too Late to
Change Your Path
One of the fundamental beliefs behind all of education
is that the brain has the capacity to change. The
fascinating world of neuroscience demonstrates that
with effort, motivation, and the right conditions for
learning, individuals at any age can create new neural
pathways and connections. Our current circumstances
have exacerbated the struggles that many students
were already experiencing. These struggles manifest in
a variety of ways in the classroom but as educators, we
can remain hopeful because there are promising
strategies that we can utilize to promote positive brain
change.
Presented by: Joshua MacNeill, M.Ed., Director
of NeuroLogic Initiative, Lakeside, North Wales, PA

Key Takeaways:
•
•
•
•

The brain can undergo positive physiological change all throughout life.
Neurons that fire together, wire together so new pathways are possible.
When you focus on journey and effort you can always be successful.
The brain grows best in the context of supportive relationships and during low levels of stress and emotional
arousal.

#WeAreBetterTogether: Sustainable Practices for Strengthening School-Family Partnerships
Work-life balance has always been challenging for many of us and our current circumstances have
added a layer of complexity that has disrupted how we communicate with each other, how we
distribute our time, and has challenged our understanding of the roles that we assume in both our
personal and professional lives. But these challenges have also introduced new opportunities, including
opportunities for improved communication systems, stronger parent-educator partnerships and a focus
on the protective factors that help us get through tough times and find ourselves stronger on the other
side. This workshop will highlight successful strategies that programs have used to overcome the stressors
experienced as a result of the COVID-19 health crisis.
Presented by: Tiedra Marshall, M.Ed., Education Consultant, York, PA

Key Takeaways:
•
•
•
•
•

Maintain friendships and relationships,
keep open communication, and look for
the positives.
Share not just the problems - call about the
successes, too.
Honesty and acknowledging our own
mistakes is important.
Engagement is EVERYONE's business!
Trust and compassion are at the heart of
our relationships/partnerships.

Creating a Growth Mindset Culture in
Your School
Imagine a school where mistakes are celebrated as
learning opportunities; where everyone believes
that they can get better at just about anything with
hard work; where learning is valued over grades;
where challenges are welcomed, and resilience
prevails after setbacks. This is the description of a
school that has embraced a growth mindset culture
- one that is grounded in the belief that intelligence
and ability are malleable and can be increased
with effort and perseverance. One school principal
set out on the path to make this culture a reality. In
this workshop, he will share everyday rituals, routines,
grading practices and other creative approaches
that produced positive results in his school and can
be adapted for students of all ages.

Key Takeaways:

• Cultivating growth mindset requires explicit
instruction, inspired action and consistent
messaging.
• It begins with the mindset of adults—children learn
what they can do by absorbing the beliefs of their
elders.
• A growth mindset creates a love of learning and
resilience.

Presented by: Doug Enders, M.Ed., Principal,
Wrightsville Elementary School, Wrightsville, PA

Provided through the School Culture and Climate Initiative
Center for Human and Social Development at Saint Elizabeth University

Lunch and Learn featuring Sir Ken Robinson's TEDTalk: "Bring on the Learning Revolution!"
In this engaging TEDTalk, Sir Ken Robinson argues that our education system is so broken that more revision is
useless. What is required is a revolutionary transformation- a paradigm shift in how we view the purpose of
education and the outcomes we seek for our students. At the moment our schools promote “conformity
and linearity.” Educators, themselves a product of this conformity and linearity, sometimes miss
opportunities to help students who don’t want to go to college to develop talents and passions for
technical, creative or service careers. These students get the hidden message that if you do not excel in
school and get into the best college, you are not smart enough.

Key Takeaways:
•
•
•
•
•
•

There is great value in having a variety of talents and fields in our community, not just the professionals
that our current educational system is designed to produce.
Educators should help students to identify their strengths and interests rather than tracking them into
college or not college paths based on test scores.
Competitive edge of parents is often imposed on their kids.
We should look at our grading practices and policies – can we shift to a focus on learning/growing and
not on grades?
School culture and climate are the foundation of all learning and a revolution must start there.
Change in general is challenging and is a slow process that requires intention, but now is the time to
rethink education since we have all been forced to make some major changes this year.

What People Are Saying About the Conference
“Loved the conversation on so many levels and the truly dedicated people that want to
consider what we need to move forward.”
“It was a pleasure having the opportunity to speak with other educators from around the state.“
“This was amazing. I am walking away from this session feeling energized and empowered. The
breakout sessions were great, and the panel did a wonderful job facilitating discussions
around really important questions. I'm so glad this is how I finished my day.”
“I loved it! So much to think about with some wonderful educators!”
“It was a nice change of pace with many much needed thoughts to consider.”
“This is a super difficult year for all stakeholders. It is crucial that we be flexible, open to our students needs and that we provide an inclusive environment for all students and families!”
“Speaker blew my mind. I wish I would have heard his words 45 years ago. I would have saved
so much in therapy sessions!”

Believing the Best: How a Shift in Teacher Mindset Builds Student Trust and Engagement
Teachers’ beliefs about students—whether they are conscious or unconscious, implicitly or explicitly
communicated—greatly impact students, their motivation, and their relationship with school. In this
session, participants will read a true story by a high school student whose teachers have various beliefs
about her as a person and student. After reading and discussing the story, participants will examine the
different teacher mindsets, beliefs, and biases that impact their students.
Presented by: Tim Frederick, Ph.D., Director of Education Programs, Youth Communication, New York, NY;
Gess LeBlanc, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Educational Foundations and Counseling Programs, Co-Founder of Urban Center for Assessment, Research, and Evaluation (UCARE), Hunter College,
New York, NY

Key Takeaways:

• “Students who are loved at home come to
school to learn, and students who aren't
come to school to be loved.”
• Move from furious to curious.
• Recognize our students’ emotional needs and
the baggage they may bring to school.
• A story is a powerful tool for beginning these
important, difficult discussions with students.

Reimaging Education: A New Vision of Possibility
When we are in crisis, it’s difficult to see what life might
look like on the “other side.” The challenges of getting
through each day can be all-consuming. But sometimes crisis can be just the catalyst we need to rethink,
reimagine, and reinvent our circumstances. And as
leaders, it’s our job to not only imagine what that
future can look like but also to inspire those around us
to join us on that quest.
Presented by: David Aderhold, Ed.D., Superintendent,
West Windsor-Plainsboro Regional School District;
Jay Majka, Ed.D., Superintendent, MatawanAberdeen Regional School District; Scott Rocco, Ed.D.,
President, New Jersey Association of School Administrators and Superintendent, Hamilton Township School
District; Mike Salvatore, Ph.D., Senior Vice President for
Administration, Kean University; Charles Sampson,
Ed.D., Superintendent, Freehold Regional High School

Key Takeaways:
•
•
•

“Many of the creative workarounds that have emerged in response to the pandemic are more than
Band-Aid solutions; they are postcards from the future.” - Simon Stolzoff
We must merge the best parts of what we had with what we have learned to create a reimagined educational system.
Our biggest opportunities lie ahead – opportunities to redesign instruction, address inequities, listen to unheard voices, provide flexibility, and to prioritize the well-being of staff and students.

