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A fter close to five decades in educa-
tion—25 years of which were spent 
as a superintendent—Dr. Don Hooper 

has a wealth of experience under his belt. 
Perhaps one of the most important things 
he’s learned is the responsibility of all super-
intendents to help shape district culture to 
ensure student success.

“Whether you’re the superintendent of a 
district with 60,000 students or a district with 
100 students, leadership is still leadership,” Dr. 
Hooper says. “Part of leadership is changing 
the culture, and getting everyone in the com-
munity to understand how we can help every 
child. Some children have different needs 
than others, and if we can teach a kid how to 
own their own mind, the sky is the limit on 
what they’ll accomplish.”

Before one can make meaningful change in their district culture, 
however, Dr. Hooper says they must be able to answer this ques-
tion: ‘Am I a leader, or am I a manager?’ 

To find the answer, Dr. Hooper says it’s important to spot the 
differences between the two.

Management is a left-brain activity that is very much about 
command, control, and strategy, he says. Meanwhile, leadership 
is a right-brain activity where you can be creative, bring in new 
ideas, and take the time to listen to people and try to under-
stand what their needs are.

So, are you a leader or a manager?

Ideally, you should be both, Dr. Hooper says, as everyone 
switches all of time between relying on the left side of the brain 
or the right.

“You need to lead at times and you need to manage at times,” 
Dr. Hooper explains. “So knowing when to lead and when to 
manage is a skillset you develop over time, and that’s what I call 
executive stewardship. The key to understanding that is you 
lead people; you manage situations. You have to have that heart 
for the people.”

In an effort to help ensure superintendents have the time and 
space to collaborate and build relationships with their peers, Dr. 

Hooper serves as executive director of School 
Research Nexus (SNR). Through its regular 
leadership symposia, district leaders are able 
to spend some time focused on the latest 
research and innovation in education and, just 
as importantly, chat with other superinten-
dents about issues that are important to them.

“One of the things we try to do with the 
School Research Nexus is get superinten-
dents out of the pressure cooker and into an 
environment where they can learn and let 
their minds get creative,” Dr. Hooper says. “It’s 
about getting bright people talking to one 
another, because they’ll come up with ideas 
and creative solutions to problems together 
that neither would have come up with on 
their own.”

With such a complex education landscape, 
there are countless problems in need of creative solutions.

For instance, Dr. Hooper notes that improving student atten-
dance is inextricably linked to achievement, which is why he in-
vited School Innovations & Achievement (SI&A) to be a sponsor 
of the SRN symposium.

Research has long shown positive attendance to be the great 
equalizer in education, as it is tied to positive outcomes includ-
ing higher lifetime earnings and lower incarceration rates.

Once students are in their desks, it’s up to school and district 
officials to not only ensure children get to school, but that they 
are engaged once they are there. 

One way he sees districts addressing those issues is by shifting 
to personalized education models of learning, where students 
can learn at their own pace, and teachers have the flexibility to 
educate students differently depending on how they learn. 

Those types of small steps toward innovating education to 
better serve students are going to lead to important, wide-scale 
changes, Dr. Hooper says.

“The education system is like a big cruise ship,” he explains. “It 
takes a little rudder to move a big rudder to turn the cruise ship, 
and right now those little rudders are working hard, so we’re 
going to see those big rudders change course.”

“Part of leader-
ship is changing 

the culture.”
Dr. Don Hooper, Executive Director


