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If you wish to seek the endorsement of the teachers association of Shawnee Mission, please fill out all of 
the questions as completely and honestly as possible. Then, return the answers by mail or in person to 
the KNEA Eastern Regional Office (11015 W. 75th Terrace, Shawnee, KS 66214) or by email to 
Beth.R.Koon@gmail.com no later than June 14th.  

 

1. In a general statement, please tell us why you seek election or re-election to the Shawnee Mission 
School Board.  

My goal in serving on the school board is to preserve and enhance the quality of our public schools. I am 
a parent, patron and alumni of Shawnee Mission and an educator by profession.  I believe that quality 
public education is the cornerstone of a thriving community and healthy democracy.  

My top three issues include: 
 a renewed focus on student success, 
 strengthening professional learning environments, and  
 open communication. 

Renewed focus on student success.   I will encourage an inclusive and evidence-based decision-making 
process to prioritize the use of increased K-12 funding from the 2017 state legislature. Districts will see a 
partial restoration of state aid, with an estimated increase of at least $10 million to Shawnee Mission 
toward the more than $25 million in budget cuts made since 2009. Creating opportunities for every 
student to make meaningful progress toward college and career readiness is a primary goal of public 
education.   
Rebuilding Professional Learning Environments for Teachers & Principals.  Effective teaching and 
learning is more likely to be found in districts whose leadership is trusted by teachers and principals. An 
important trait of a trustworthy superintendent is the use of a management approach based on mutual 
respect and shared leadership - grounded in a common vision, clear expectations and informed decision-
making. I will encourage the selection of a new superintendent who fits this description of an inspiring 
instructional leader, in alignment with the expectations of community stakeholders. 

Open Communication and Transparency.  I will prioritize a review of board procedures and district 
practices directed at improving communication with parents, the Shawnee Mission community as well 
as within the district. One immediate change I will bring to the board meetings is my tendency to ask 
questions and an expectation for public discussion among board members.  I will also encourage 
consideration of procedures that are more effective at demonstrating active listening, respect and 
responsiveness to concerns raised in open forum. 
 

2. Please describe your involvement in education and/or the Shawnee Mission School District up to 
this point.  

I hold a Ph.D. from the University of Minnesota in Special Education, a Masters in Education from 
Harvard University and an undergraduate degree from Georgetown University.   

My professional background is in educational research.  I served as a principal investigator with a 
research team focused on student engagement and dropout prevention for youth with disabilities at the 
University of Minnesota, before relocating back to Kansas.  I periodically teach graduate courses in 
educational research methods as an adjunct faculty member at the University of Kansas and more 
recently at the University of Missouri-Kansas City.  
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My involvement with the PTA began as room parent when our first child enrolled in kindergarten and 
has included support for a variety of committees over the years. I was elected PTA President and when 
Highlands Elementary was rebuilt, I took a leadership role through the PTA and Foundation to gather 
community feedback, prioritize and facilitate building enhancements. For the past six years, I have had 
the opportunity to mentor a Rosehill student from first to sixth grade through the district’s MVP 
program, and will be transitioning with her on to Indian Woods. 

The majority of my volunteer time, however, has been focused on the state legislature, advocating for 
adequate funding and pro-public education policy. I served continuously as a PTA legislative liaison, first 
at Highlands, then Indian Hills, East, as well at the Shawnee Mission Area Council PTA and Kansas PTA.  I 
was elected to a term as Kansas PTA Legislative Chair and have taken a leadership role in preparing and 
presenting testimony to state legislators in Topeka.   

 

3. What specific skill or viewpoint do you bring to the job that sets you apart from your opponent(s)? 

The viewpoint I would bring to the school board includes the perspective of a parent, alumni, 
educational researcher, and public education advocate.  

Family.  I am personally vested in the quality of education provided in the Shawnee Mission public 
schools. Our daughter Ally is a rising senior and son Sam recently graduated from Shawnee Mission East 
in 2015, both attended Highlands Elementary and Indian Hills Middle School. My niece and nephews are 
students and alumni of the SM East area. My four siblings and I are all alumni of the Shawnee Mission 
Public Schools.      

Educator. My perspective also includes a professional background in educational research. As noted in 
Q2, I was part of a university research team for about 15 years and worked in collaboration with local 
school districts, juvenile justice and families of youth with disabilities to develop an evidenced-based 
model to engage students in school and prevent dropout. I would bring this information-driven 
approach to guide district policy and practice.  I also hold a K-12 emergency substitute teacher license. 
My husband, Douglas Huffman, is a Professor of Science Education at the University of Kansas and 
faculty member with the elementary teacher licensure program in the School of Education.  

Advocate. As noted in Q2, I am a lifelong public education advocate. This passion stems from an 
appreciation for the impact that state education policy has on the capacity of local school boards and 
superintendents to meet the educational needs of district students.  I will bring an appreciation for the 
importance of speaking up for adequate funding and policy that promotes equitable access to quality 
public education for all students. I will work to strengthen Shawnee Mission relations with state 
stakeholders, including leadership with KNEA, KASB, USA|KS and all our area state legislators.  

Civic and Board Experience. Outside the realm of education, I would bring a number of relevant 
experiences to the Shawnee Mission school board.  As a member of the Fairway Parks and Recreation 
committee since before the recession, I appreciate the municipal perspective of balancing quality 
services with budgetary limitations and the importance of a meaningful process to gather community 
input. As a board chair and board member on two family businesses, I appreciate the difference 
between governance and management, I respect the role of fiduciary oversight, and I value transparent 
policies and procedures to guide the decision-making process. 

 

 



Sinclair - 3 

4. Top concerns for teachers include increased class sizes, lack of building level support staff (such as 
aides and paraprofessionals, limited plan time, and support for diverse student groups such as low 
SES, ELL students), and students with emotional and/or behavioral issues. As a board member what 
steps have you taken or would you take to address these top concerns?  

Teachers and students have been feeling the impact of the $511 million eliminated from the state 
education budget, as increased class sizes, reduction of aides and paraprofessionals, limited plan time, 
and limited support for diverse student groups including youth with emotional and/or behavioral issues. 
All these concerns diminish opportunities for student progress toward and achievement of career and 
college readiness. My volunteer efforts though non-partisan advocacy organizations like the PTA, Game 
on for Kansas Schools and MainStream Coalition over the past ten years have been aimed at alleviating 
these state-level obstacles to teaching and learning.   

Shawnee Mission is expected to receive a partial restoration of state aid, with an estimated increase of 
at least $10 million to Shawnee Mission toward the more than $25 million in budget cuts made since 
2009. With this partial successful in Topeka, I will encourage an inclusive and evidence-based district 
decision-making process to prioritize the use of increased K-12 funding from the 2017 state legislature. 

I will also encourage a formative evaluation of the many education initiatives implemented over the past 
four years, to identify areas of strength and areas that require more attention. 

 

5. Do you support reducing the administrative staff positions that were significantly expanded by 
Superintendent Jim Hinson with the board’s approval? 

I support informed decision-making, guided by clear goals and a common vision. Toward that end, I 
would request a descriptive study of district staff positions – district office administrators, principals, 
teachers, support staff and such - including current FTEs and primary job duties, in comparison to district 
changes since 2009 (the height of state aid for public education following the Montoy Supreme Court 
ruling).  A comparison of the district’s current FTE allocations in relation to benchmarks from peer 
districts, across these employee groups, would provide an additional basis for perspective from which to 
draw informed conclusions.  

I would then encourage the board and superintendent to use this descriptive information to review and 
revise administrative FTE, as needed, to best meet district goals and mission to promote student 
success. An open and public board discussion of this issue would allow the Shawnee Mission community 
to contribute to the solution and better understand the rational for prioritizing one approach over 
another.  

 

6. How would you address the current “climate of fear” that many of our members have expressed 
over the last four years? 

While I cannot claim to have surveyed all district employees about their perceptions of the district 
climate, I am not surprised by this question regarding a climate of fear.  I would speculate that this very 
real concern has likely been fueled by two primary sources. One source I would associate with the 
management style of the former superintendent, which can be characterized as more authoritarian than 
distributed. The other source of fear has been the leadership of our state’s elected officials, particularly 
between 2011 and 2016, who championed a rather overt attack on teachers and public education in 
general. The list of bills designed to undermine public education exceeds hundreds in this time period, 
including the tax credit scholarship program, elimination of due process rights, the addition of a variety 
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of unfunded curriculum and reporting mandates, along with attempts at repealing teachers’ affirmative 
defense, and sexual education and general interference with other local policy decisions.  

Two events have already occurred to relieve some of this fear.  One is the resignation of the 
superintendent and the other is the 2016 changes in the Kansas legislature that brought more pro-public 
education lawmakers to Topeka. More must be done. As noted previously in Q1, effective teaching and 
learning is more likely to be found in districts whose leadership is trusted by teachers and principals. The 
search for a new superintendent provides the Shawnee Mission community with the opportunity to 
renew the district’s professional learning environment. I will encourage the selection of a new 
instructional leader who achieves high standards through inspiration and valuable support, in alignment 
with the preferences and expectations of community stakeholders. 

 

7. Will you support increasing employee compensation equitably between administrative, certified, 
and classified positions? Please explain how you would prioritize salary and compensation for all 
three categories. 

All district roles are valuable and warrant equitable treatment and competitive compensation. Research 
clearly indicates that compensation plays an influential role in the recruitment and retention of quality 
educators. In light of a potential increase in state funding to districts across the state, I will encourage a 
similar and/or expanded study, as proposed in Q5 to explore employee compensation. I am particularly 
concerned about those staff whose base wages have been frozen for several consecutive years, 
following the recession and 2012 tax policy changes.    

Public education is a community process by nature and require a great deal of cooperation to be 
delivered effectively. Inequitable pay structures, like teacher merit pay for example, were dismissed by 
research decades ago as an ineffective motivational strategy. Inequitable pay creates a culture of 
competition in a learning environment that demands collaboration and pro-social interactions.    

 

8. What are your top priorities for a candidate who will fill the superintendent position?   

While the superintendent search may be well underway by the November elections, I would like to bring 
my educational research and parent advocacy perspectives to the final selection process. I am interested 
in learning what our collective community identifies as the preferred qualifications and will promote 
active participation among Shawnee Mission patrons to engage in the selection process.   

I know that I personally will be looking for a superintendent who is an inspiring instructional leader, with 
an understanding of school finance, experience addressing issues of equity, inclusion and diversity, an 
appreciation for evidence-based decision making, an effective communication as well as, someone who 
listens and recognizes that informed parents, patrons and staff are an asset to the Shawnee Mission 
community and public education at large. 

As I noted previously, effective teaching and learning is more likely to be found in districts whose 
leadership is trusted by teachers and principals. An important trait of a trustworthy superintendent is 
the use of a management approach based on mutual respect and shared leadership - grounded in a 
common vision, clear expectations and informed decision-making. I will encourage the selection of a 
new superintendent who fits this description of an inspiring instructional leader, in alignment with the 
expectations of community stakeholders. 
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9. Describe the ideal relationship between the superintendent, the board of education, and NEA-SM?  

School boards are charged with the responsibility of governing education by overseeing the 
implementation of state and federal mandates and ensuring equitable opportunity for all students to 
progress and achieve career and college readiness.  

The ideal relationship between the superintendent, the board of education, and the NEA-SM begins with 
a shared vision to achieve the district’s primary goal.  I am of the belief that the freely elected, non-
partisan school board is responsible for establishing this vision, with meaningful input from all 
community stakeholders and in alignment with the state education performance outcomes established 
by the state board of education. The responsibility of implementing and operationalizing the district’s 
vision rests with the superintendent, district leadership and building educators. The manner in which 
this vision is realized is negotiated in good faith through open and fair discussions between the 
educators and district leadership, on behalf of the board. Ongoing governance would be provided by the 
board, informed by direct observations and insightful evaluations with data gathered routinely from all 
education stakeholders. 

Characteristics of this ideal relationship would include collaboration, mutual trust, and interactive 
communication that is facilitated by ongoing evaluation and continuous improvement practices. I will 
actively work to bring this statement from the district’s strategic plan to a reality, in which: “Together as 
partners in education, we share the responsibility for preparing all students to succeed. We must work 
collectively to ensure that our students have the skills and tools to succeed in school, careers, and life in 
an ever-changing global community.” (SMSD Strategic Plan, Plan Progress) 

 

10. Describe the board’s role in overseeing and evaluating the superintendent.  

The superintendent is only person a school board is responsible for evaluating in the school district. I will 
encourage that the evaluation be conducted through a transparent on-going process on an annual basis. 
Common areas of review include communication, school improvement, budgeting, planning, board 
relations, accountability, and clarification in the roles of the superintendent and school board members. 

Clear expectations between the board, the superintendent and the Shawnee Mission community will 
increase the likelihood of a successful and effective relationship.  The Kansas Association of School 
Boards recommends that the superintendent and the board decide together on an agenda for the year, 
in which a public decision is made of what the superintendent is expected to do and what the board is 
expected to do. As with any board-CEO relationship, outlining expectations early in the year greatly 
reduces any confusion related to the board’s focus, and superintendent’s prioritization of action.  

District leaders are challenged by the dynamic nature of changing student demographics, student 
performance outcome standards that continually rise is rigor, increased levels of accountability, ever 
changing technology and heightened sense of partisanship.  This dynamic elevates the importance of 
role clarification between the superintendent and board, as well as teachers.  I will work to promote 
collaboration, understanding and respect for each other’s roles.  

 

11. Do you support the consent agenda as currently used on potentially debatable items? 

No, I do not support the current use of consent agenda. Overuse of this practices has resulted in an 
erosion of community trust and a series of controversial votes that were never discussed in public 
among the elected board members, which range from a vote on superintendent raises while teacher 
salaries were frozen to the purchase of assault rifles. I believe that potentially debatable items should be 

http://repository.smsd.org/docs/Public/District/L7L5RQWPCE/smsd-strategic-plan.pdf
http://repository.smsd.org/docs/Public/District/AF9HMK61IR/strategic-plan-progress-update.pdf
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addressed separately and overtly, rather than bundled into the consent agenda. I believe that the 
Shawnee Mission community should be informed about pivotal decisions that define the vision and 
mission of our district.  The rational for such decisions should be shared explicitly with district patrons. 
An informed community that has be actively welcomed in the process is more likely to yield a final result 
with general agreement among education stakeholders in the Shawnee Mission community. 

 

12. How would you support open public discussion on items that impact the classroom? Explain.  

I will actively support open public discussion of issues that impact the classroom, first by simply asking 
questions and by expecting discussion among the board before voting on a motion. An explicit 
explanation about the criteria being used to guide major decisions would go a long way toward helping 
the Shawnee Mission community better understand the rationale for board votes. I would specifically 
work to reduce the use of critical decisions by consent agenda and call out the separation of votes on 
debatable issues, such as the most recent revelation of the 2015 purchase of assault rifles.   

I would like to believe that an open and transparent board would be more effective at anticipating 
emerging issues and thus more proactive and responsive in their leadership. Toward that end, I would 
also encourage the inclusion of board agenda items months earlier in the decision-making process, so 
the public has a better understanding of pending issues awaiting decisions.  

As a SMAC PTA legislative liaison, I have actively encouraged the board and superintendent to be more 
vocal and explicit with the SMSD community and area legislators about the district’s positions on 
controversial education bills. Their relative silence on so many issues over the past several years has 
often been interpreted by legislators and parents as consent. The lack of overt statements on anti-public 
education bills in relation to the district’s legislative platform has, in essence, failed to alert the public to 
the repeated threat on the quality of our public schools.  As a long time parent advocate for public 
education and educational researcher, I will seek to collaborate with NEA-SM and the superintendent to 
identify solutions as well as steps to anticipate emerging issues and take proactive steps to address 
concerns before they become problems.  

 

13. Do you support incorporating school based health clinics for Shawnee Mission students? Explain. 

Yes, I support incorporating school based health clinics for Shawnee Mission students.  Co-located 
health services is one among a number of best practices to reduce absenteeism among students who 
are chronically truant.  The pain of an untreated tooth ache, for example, is a significant obstacle to 
learning that can be eliminated through the accessibility of dental care.  History of educational policy 
shows that as early as the mid-1800s, community members were calling for the treatment of medical 
issues in the schools. By the early 1900s, school nurses were a common position in urban districts and 
school boards began clarifying and refining the school’s role to one of preventive health services, such as 
screening, first aid and counseling.    A recent cost-benefit analysis investigated the impact of school-
based health centers on health care access disparities (American Journal of Public Health, 2010). Results 
indicated that these co-located clinics closes the gap of lower health care cost for target populations. 
The net social benefits of the program in 4 mid-western school districts were estimated as $1.3 million 
over 3 years, with an estimated savings in Medicaid costs of about $35 per student per year. 
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14. Do you support sexual education curricula in our schools that is age-appropriate, medically-
accurate and includes information on abstinence, birth control, teenage pregnancy, sexually 
transmitted diseases (including HIV and HPV), sexual violence and LGBTQ issues? Please explain. 

Yes, I support the sexual education curricula in the Shawnee Mission schools and I will continue to 
support an informed opt-out policy.  Curriculum decisions are the purview of local and state school 
boards, not the legislature, as noted in Article 6 of the state constitution.  Sex education from parents 
and teachers help our youth remain healthy and make responsible, informed decisions. We know from 
research that preventing teen pregnancies helps to break the cycle of poverty, improves educational 
attainment for at-risk students and reduces dependency on social services.  Restrictions on credible 
materials ties the hands of Kansas educators and prevents teachers from providing the education their 
students need and their parents expect. 

Local districts must meet the statutory requirements of teaching physical education, which includes 
instruction in health and human sexuality. Toward this end, I would support the district’s current 
practice of notifying parents of upcoming lesson plans within a reasonable time frame, scheduling 
evening meetings in which parents can come into school to preview the instructional materials and 
provide any parent with the related curriculum materials upon request.   

 

15. Do you believe/support that qualified teachers and health professionals teaching this curriculum 
should be legally protected from censorship and lawsuits?  Please explain. 

Yes, I believe teachers and health professionals should be legally protected from censorship and criminal 
lawsuits against sexual education. As a member of the Kansas PTA advocacy team, I urged legislators to 
vote against the repeal of affirmative defense, such that teachers could be criminally prosecuted for 
instructing students on materials that parents deemed offensive. I personally share the beliefs in this 
written testimony that I prepared on behalf of the Kansas PTA in opposition to SB 56 during the 2016 
legislative session, when I wrote that: 

“… educators [could be] prosecuted by a grand jury if a parent complains that school district approved 
materials and content used in class are inappropriate. The teacher would be denied the right to use as 
defense that the material was part of the district’s adopted curriculum and has educational merit - 
displaying the Statue of David, reading Tom Sawyer, reviewing how to prevent STDs, teaching evolution 
and such.  Schools could be hit with expensive legal procedures every time a parent had an objection to 
some material used in class, funds that would otherwise be used to reduce class sizes and other 
operational expenses.  

This proposed repeal of current policy is not only unnecessary with other safeguards in place, but the 
proposed policy diminishes the capacity to recruit and retain quality educators and creates a high stakes 
disincentive for partisan ideologies to threaten the curriculum and instruction integrity of Kansas K-12 
classrooms. Kansas educators, whom as of last year have no due process rights, could be fired without 
cause and criminally prosecuted for doing their job.”   

Without this protection, the quality of our public education would be compromised. Educators would be 
routinely confronted with a systemic conflict of interest, between the pressure to self-censor their 
lessons and materials, blocking from use anything that some individual parent might find offensive, 
while balancing the education needs of students.  

  

 

http://www.kansas-pta-legislative.org/sites/default/files/KSPTA-Testimony-HouseJudicaryCmte-Feb2016-Oppose-Criminalize-SB56.pdf
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16. How will you work to hire a more diverse staff? 

Diversity and inclusion foster innovation and are inherently valuable. As a district, state, nation, we are 
stronger and more effective when people of varied backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives work 
and learn together. Improving teacher diversity can help all students as well as those youth who are 
traditionally underrepresented. Diverse staff serve as positive role models for all students in breaking 
down negative stereotypes and preparing students to live and work in a multicultural society, as well as 
help to facilitate culturally competent teaching practices. 

Resolution of this goal involves key stakeholders from across the education community and beyond. The 
challenge of hiring a more diverse staff begins with getting more applicants in the teacher licensure 
pool, in other words, recruitment. Collectively, we need to actively encourage diverse youth to consider 
a career in education and we need to create a working climate that is welcoming and supportive of a 
diverse teaching force. The creation of a diversity council could draw upon the unique perspectives and 
resources within our community to guide and authenticate these kinds of critical initiatives.  

I would encourage the district to build upon their relationships with community organizations that serve 
diverse populations and with the teacher licensure programs at area universities. The KU Professional 
Development Schools, for example, provides all preservice teachers the experience of working in diverse 
setting, regardless of their own personal attributes, as well as with organizations that serve diverse 
populations.   

 

17.  Describe your plan to recruit and retain highly qualified teachers? 

A professional, supportive learning environment and competitive compensation are two policy-related 
factors that research has found to be strongly associated with effective recruitment and teacher 
retention. Up through 2016, leadership among Kansas lawmakers had severely undermined both these 
goals – beginning with severe funding cuts and ranging from the repeal of teacher due process, 
curriculum mandates, restriction on the payment of union dues, and on attempts to repeal to teacher’s 
affirmative defense, to interfere with the Professional Negotiations Act agreement, not to mention 
general demonization of public school educators in general. While the 2017 legislative body refrained 
from attack mode, for the most part, school districts across the state are still struggling. Efforts to recruit 
and retain teachers remain a challenge after years of salary freezes, increased class sizes, more 
demanding education standards, reduced prep time, and in Shawnee Mission, all while implementing 
multiple complex initiatives - simultaneously.   

While the factors that influence the recruitment and retention exceeds the boundaries of anyone school 
district, purposeful strategies can be put in place to strengthen the likelihood of this goal within the 
Shawnee Mission schools. And as highly qualified teachers can account for 15% to 20% of the variance 
associated with student’s educational progress, the investment in these effective and accountable 
teachers is a sound practice.  As stated previous, I would begin with an evaluation of competitive wages 
for teachers and other district staff. In addition, I would explore teachers’ perceptions on working 
conditions such as mentoring and induction programs, class sizes, the level of autonomy granted to 
teachers, the amount of administrative support teachers received, as well as, the more recent launch of 
professional learning communities and instructional coaches in order to identify teachers’ and 
principals’ perspectives on what’s working and areas in need of improvement. 

I will encourage evidenced-based decision-making, as the district prioritizes the use of increased state 
aid in the coming school years. The new KPERS legislation, that removes penalties on retired teachers, 
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also provides the districts with the opportunity to recruit experienced teachers back into the classrooms 
and to serve as teacher mentors for new teacher induction programs. 

 

18.  Are there any other issues that you would like to address with us at this time? 

Yes, I do have a question for NEA-SM. The new school finance formula is estimated to generate an 
additional $10 million for SMSD in the 2017-18 school year and an additional $5 million ($15 million 
more total) in the 2018-19 school year. While this partial restoration of state aid remains short of the 
$25 million plus that has been cut from the SMSD since the Great Recession, how would NEA-SM 
recommend the initial funding increase be prioritized:  staff raises, reduction of class sizes, or other? 

Please know that I will continue to support a state fund level that covers the actual costs of providing 
every child with the opportunity to make progress toward and achieve college and career readiness. The 
Kansas Board of Education estimated that $893.5 million is needed to implement the Kansans Can vision 
of preparing each student for success consistent with the Rose Capacities, which the BOE noted would 
restore base state aid per pupil, fully fund special education, and fund teacher mentoring and 
professional development programs.  As of June 14, the Kansas legislature has allocated $293 million in 
additional aid, about $600 million short of the estimated actuals costs.    


