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KAW – Kansans Advancing Women Candidates Survey 

1-4. Candidate demographics 

5. Please share your reasons for running for office.  

One reason I am running for Shawnee Mission school board is to be among the seven 
members to select our next superintendent. The responsibility for managing district 
resources, in the daily pursuit of educational excellence for all students, rests with the 
superintendent. District leadership stems from the superintendent’s office, in collaboration 
with governance and oversite provided by school board members.  Together district 
leadership sets direction and exercises influence through policy development, allocation of 
resources, and clear communication. 

My other reason for running is to bring a more balanced governance approach to this 
partnership between the school board and superintendent’s office. I will serve as a board 
member who will ask questions, push for transparency and engage district stakeholders. The 
Shawnee Mission community is one of our greatest resources, whose involvement can only 
enhance opportunities for all our students to excel.  Our growing diversity, financial barriers 
to inclusion and rapidly changing societal demands for college and career readiness only 
make need for community involvement more compelling. 

 

6.What qualifications and background experiences have you had that will contribute to 

your success?  

The experiences and qualifications I bring to the school board race draw upon three 
perspectives – a parent, educator and advocate.  The first is my personal investment in 
Shawnee Mission and public education.  My daughter, niece and nephew are all SMSD 
students. Alumni include my son class of 2015, nephew class of 2016, four siblings and myself 
class of 1981. My spouse, Douglas Huffman, is a Professor of Science Education at the 
University of Kansas and faculty of the elementary teacher licensure program in the School 
of Education.    

My perspective also includes 30 years of conducting and teaching about educational 
research.  I co-led a research team for over 10 years focused on student engagement and 
dropout prevention for students with disabilities, with the University of Minnesota’s 
Institute on Community Integration. I completed a PhD program at Minnesota in Special 
Education, preceded by a Master’s in Education from Harvard University and a Bachelor’s of 
Science in Psychology from Georgetown University.  I teach graduate courses in research 
methods at the University of Kansas and more recently at University of Missouri-Kansas City.   

My public education advocacy efforts in Kansas began in 2002 when my spouse and I 
enrolled our first born in kindergarten at Highlands Elementary. I joined the PTA and signed 
up to be on the legislative committee. Since then, I have served continuously as a PTA 
legislative chair for Highlands Elementary, then Indian Hills Middle School, and now 
presently for East High School. I was nominated to Kansas PTA leadership, with legislative 
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advocate team in 2010 and am on leave from SMAC-PTA board to which I was nominated as 
legislative co-chair in 2014.  Other relevant experiences include serving a Highlands PTA 
President, Highlands’ new building enhancement chair, room parent, and support to a 
variety of PTSA committees over the years. I have also learned a great deal through the 
district’s MVP volunteer program, as a mentor since 2011 to a Rosehill elementary student 
who is now part of the Indian Woods wolf pack. 

 

7. What do you see as the top three challenges facing your school district in the next five 

years? What solutions do you see for those challenges?  

The top three challenges facing our school district and potential solutions are interrelated 
and begin with the following three goals: 

▪ a renewed focus on student success for all, 

▪ strengthening teacher support for learning, and 

▪ open communication and transparency. 

Renewed focus on Student Success for All. Creating equitable opportunities for every 
student to make meaningful progress toward college and career readiness is a primary goal 
of public education. 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 $14.2 
million to Shawnee Mission toward the roughly $30 million in annual operating budget cuts 
made since 2009.  

One change I would like to see become a more routine board practice is to explicitly 
communicate how board decisions relate to the district’s strategic plan and top priorities. I 
believe this practice will serve to strengthen the alignment of district resources with policies 
and practices focused on student progress and achievement of state education standards. 

Teacher Support for Learning.  Shawnee Mission students would benefit from a focus on the 
professional learning environments at our building and district levels. Capacity for our 
teachers and principals to be responsive to the learning needs of all Shawnee Mission 
students requires instructional support, particularly for our students with barriers to 
learning due to poverty, language, disability or cultural diversity. 

School districts across Kansas have won a hard-fought opportunity to begin restoring deep 
cuts imposed on public schools over the past several years. Supports for learning were 
dramatically reduced, shifting excessive responsibilities for student’s educational progress 
onto the shoulders of teachers and principals.  Shawnee Mission schools lost counselors, 
aids, librarians, social workers, paraprofessionals. Teachers’ class sizes and course-loads 
increased, planning time decreased, and all while base salaries were frozen. Shawnee 
Mission leadership compounded the impact of the state’s financial crises by launching 
multiple initiative simultaneously, with insufficient resources to roll out the new programs 
smoothly. The one-to-one technology is one of these more visible initiatives.  
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The district has taken some recent steps to rebuild teacher support for learning. These steps 
include the infusion of instructional coaches, professional learning communities and 
adopting reasonable parameters on the workday of our elementary teacher specialists. I will 
continue to advocate for the state to fund the actual costs of providing all students with the 
opportunities to be college and career ready.  I will prioritize continued exploration of ways 
to optimize existing resources for the support of teaching and learning in our classrooms.  

Open Communication and Transparency.  I will prioritize board procedures and district 
practices directed at improving communication with parents, the Shawnee Mission 
community as well as within the district. One change I will bring to board meetings is my 
tendency to ask questions and an expectation for more public discussion among board 
members. I will encourage the use of protocols that demonstrate active listening, respect 
and responsiveness to concerns raised in open forum. I will work to restore district advisory-
type councils, to create interactive opportunities among district stakeholders for 
information exchange.  Based on 15 years of meeting with parents and teachers, advisories 
of interest are likely to begin with diversity and equity, inclusion, budget, and 
communication.   

 

8. How do expect ongoing school finance litigation to affect your ability to represent your 

district?  

As a long-time advocate of public education and a PTA legislative liaison, I will encourage the 

Shawnee Mission school board to be a more vocal and productive supporter of pro-public 

education legislation. I have been an active member in drafting the legislative platform for 

the Kansas PTA and routinely contributed comments to the district’s legislative platform on 

behalf of the Shawnee Mission Area Council PTA. I have a working relationship with many of 

the education stakeholders who frequent Topeka. I will encourage our school community to 

rebuild those relationships and to be a more active voice in the fight for quality public 

education in our district, across Kansas and the country.  

I am hopeful the Gannon ruling will lead to greater restoration of state aid for our schools. I 

worked with Rep. Rooker, in the development of the state’s new school finance formula, to 

amend the performance audits and add a recurring study. This study will identify the actual 

costs to districts of creating the opportunity to all students to make progress toward and 

meet the state education standards (i.e., the cost function analysis).  If nothing else, the 

school finance conversation can change from a blame-game to a more reasoned discussion 

of which student outcomes is the state willing to invest.   

 

9. What is your school district doing well?  

Shawnee Mission Public Schools is a district of academic excellence, home to over 27,000 

students. Students are offered a large array of educational pursuits. Beginning in elementary 
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school, students explore the arts, music, choir, band during the school day and variety of 

school and PTA sponsored clubs before and after school – driven by student and parent 

interests. PreK and full day kindergarten classrooms, coupled with Parents as Teachers and 

Jump Start programs are designed to increase school readiness and close achievement gaps 

early for district students. Electives and signature programs expand exponentially as 

students enter middle and high school.  The Shawnee Mission Signature Programs provide 

high school students the opportunity to explore unique areas of study in preparation for 

specialized academic and future career opportunities, ranging from animation & interactive 

media to biotech and culinary arts to IB and legal studies, as well as Project Lead the Way 

and Project Blue Eagle.  Core academic subjects are provided with rigor and relevance for 

students with learning challenges to those seeking honors and advanced placement. We are 

a 6A district with competitive and recreational opportunities for athletes, musicians, artists, 

writers, performers and more.  Our community of parents and patrons are among the most 

supportive and engaged across the country. 

 

10. What could your district be doing better?  

I have talked with numerous stakeholders across the district, during this campaign and over 
the past 15 years as a PTA legislative liaison. The most compelling conversations almost 
always revolve around a student’s education progress – either a celebration of success or 
pursuit of resolution to an obstacle that is impeding learning.  Our district has been 
challenged by severe state education budget cuts over the past several years and a 
leadership approach that compounded the problems. The result has been a loss of trust in 
the superintendent’s office and the school board.  

The Shawnee Mission community has asked repeatedly for greater transparency and more 
effective communication.  The school board developed a culture of making critical decisions 
with little to no public deliberation, often buried in consent agendas and unanimous votes. 
Whether parents, patrons and teachers would have supported tough board decisions, the 
speed and closed-off way in which many were made left Shawnee Mission stakeholders 
feeling uninformed and frustrated, if not angry.  

In addition to improved communication, the district can stop cutting and begin doing more 
for teaching and learning. The work of the 2017 Kansas legislature and Gannon school 
finance law suit has resulted in partial restoration of state aid for public education. As 
suggested previously, our marginalized students have been at greatest risk during this 
period of severe budget cuts. Shawnee Mission would benefit from strengthening our 
cultural competence and restoring classroom resources, particularly for youth with special 
needs due to poverty, language or disability. As noted previously, I will encourage new 
resources to be allocated to enhance teacher support for learning.  Our teachers need 
meaningful professional development opportunities, the time to plan and to reach out, if 
Shawnee Mission schools are to engage more female students in coding classes and 
increase their involvement in STEM.  
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11. Please summarize your community affiliations/memberships and other groups that have 

given you their endorsement.  

I am affiliated with several, relevant community groups and organizations:  

• Kansas PTA, former state legislative chair, legislative advocacy team member (since 
2010). 

• SMAC PTA Legislative Co-Chair (since 2014, on leave during election). 

• PTA building Legislative Chair - Highlands Elementary, Indian Hills Middle, SM East HS 
(since 2003). 

• Game On for Kansas Schools, active member (since 2013). 

• MainStream Coalition, former Legislative Liaison, active member (since 2012). 

• SMSD MVP volunteer program, mentor (since 2011). 

• City of Fairway, Parks and Recreation Committee, active member (since 2004). 

• HOA and Shawnee Mission East volleyball parent 

• Former Shawnee Mission East football and lacrosse parent 
 

Organizational endorsements for the general elections to date include: 

• NEA-Shawnee Mission 

• Equality Kansas 

• MainPAC 
 
I am awaiting or in the process of submitting candidate survey responses to: 

• Education First Shawnee Mission 

• NPE – Network for Public Education 

• Kansas Appleseed 

• In the Know JoCo 

• Kansas Families for Education 
 

12. If you have children, what schools do they attend? If your children are grown, which 

schools did they attend?  

My daughter attends Shawnee Mission East High School and my son graduated from SM 

East in 2015. Both are alumni of Highlands Elementary and Indian Hills Middle School. 

 

13. Do you have any other positions or information that would be of interest to the 

members of Kansans Advancing Women?  

Thank you for your advocacy and initiatives to advance the election of women to public 

office. Kansas made some progress in the freshman class elected to state office in the 2016 
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elections – increasing from 24% to 28.5% - adding 7 more women in the statehouse. Let’s 

hope for more!  


