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Portola Valley School District 

 

Executive Summary 
 
This report presents the findings of the Leadership Profile Report conducted by Hazard, 

Young, Attea & Associates (HYA) for the new superintendent of the Portola Valley School 

District. The data contained herein were obtained from input the HYA consultants received 

when they met with individuals and groups in either individual interviews or focus group 

settings and from the results of the online survey completed by stakeholders.  The surveys, 

interviews, and focus group meetings were structured to gather input to assist the Board in 

determining the primary characteristics desired in the new superintendent.  A total of 200 

individuals provided input into the findings provided in this Leadership Profile Report. The 

stakeholder interviews and focus groups collected information regarding the strengths of the 

District and some of the challenges that it will be facing in the coming years in addition to 

providing input on the desired characteristics of the next leader.  

 

It is important to note that that the data are not a scientific sampling, nor should they 

necessarily be viewed as representing the majority opinion of any group to which they are 

attributed.  Items are included if, in the consutants’ judgment, they warranted the Board’s 

attention. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Strengths of the District 
 
Academic Excellence 

Students in Portola Valley achieve at high levels, and stakeholders noted that the district has 

a culture of high expectations for student success. The support given by talented teachers 
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and highly educated parents are both seen as critical factors in ensuring that all students 

succeed at the highest levels. A culture of continuous improvement with a commitment to 

ongoing professional development for teachers is seen as a strength contributing to the 

academic success of the students. 

 

Instructional Program 

The richness of curriculum offerings is a source of pride for stakeholders. Students are able 

to engage in art, music, and STEM learning opportunities in addition to the core academic 

subjects. It was noted that the programs offered in PVSD mirrored those offered in some of 

the best private schools. Stakeholders also highly value the staff’s attention to developing 

well-rounded students and the district’s focus on the social/emotional well-being of students.  

 

Parents and Community  

There is widespread recognition that the community, at large, and parents, in particular, 

strongly support the school district. Stakeholders praised the degree of parent involvement 

in the schools and the high level of community support. The high educational level of parents 

who are interested in the education of their children and the resources available in the 

community were consistently mentioned as strengths of the district. The contributions made 

by the Portola Valley Education Foundation and community approval of Measure Z were both 

specifically mentioned as strengths of the district.  

 

Size and Location 

The size of the district and its unique location are highlighted as strengths of the district 

almost universally. The safe and supportive environment of the schools is a source of pride. 

Stakeholders note that there is a true sense of community in the district with families being 

interconnected in ways that would not be possible if the district were larger. 

 

Teacher and Staff Quality 

It is generally agreed that the students in the district are appreciated and well supported by 

all staff members.  Groups praised the student-centered focus of staff and appreciated the 

care and dedication provided by all. The high quality of teachers and staff was a consistent 

theme in every group. The strength of the administrative team was also cited by many groups. 

Challenges and Issues Facing the District 
 
Communication 

Both internal and external communication is cited as a challenge in the district. Some 
stakeholders feel that decisions are made without input from those most impacted by the 
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decisions. Information does not flow through appropriate channels in a timely fashion, so 
some groups know about things and other groups don’t. Decisions, according to some groups, 
are made without stakeholders being given adequate information regarding how and why 
the decision was made. 

 

Facilities 

The ongoing impact of implementing the facilities master plan was often mentioned as a 
challenge.  Balancing the facilities work with the other critical areas of focus for district 
leaders was a concern for some stakeholders. Modernization needs for the two school sites 
were also mentioned as concerns relative to bond expenditure priorities. 
 

Fiscal Concerns 
Budget and future financial concerns were mentioned as a challenge for the district. 
Projected salary increases, the increased contributions to STRS and PERS, and expenditures 
outpacing revenues present a challenge. The high cost of living in the area and the impact of 
that on attracting and retaining staff was often mentioned as an ongoing concern. 
 

K-8 Alignment 

There is a belief among some stakeholder groups that there is a lack of vertical and horizontal 
curriculum alignment and articulation between the two schools. Concerns were expressed 
that the collaboration among teachers at K-3 was in evidence but was not as apparent at the 
4-8 level.  Additionally, it was noted that there doesn’t appear to be a well-articulated scope 
and sequence K through eight. Concerns were raised that families were leaving PVSD to go to 
private schools in the area because there was a perception that there was a “gap” in the 
transition from ORM to CM at fourth grade. 
 

Organizational Structure 

There is a concern that the organizational structure of the district and its schools needs to be 
examined for maximum effectiveness and efficiency. Many groups questioned staffing ratios 
and needs in a small district and would appreciate an examination of the current 
organizational structure. 
 
The search team would like to thank all the participants who attended focus groups meetings 

or completed the online survey and the Portola Valley School District staff members who 

assisted with our meetings, particularly Karen Lucien who organized the search team’s time 

in the district. 

Desired Characteristics 
Portola Valley School District Superintendent 
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After seeking input from its Board members, parents, staff, students, and community via focus 

groups, interviews, and an online survey, the Board of Education of Portola Valley School 

District seeks a strong educational leader who: 

 

 Bases decisions on what is in the best interests of students 

 Build relationships within the district and the community 

 Builds leadership capacity at all levels 

 Collaborates with parents and teachers around district goals for teaching and 

learning 

 Engages the broader community to build partnerships and maximize 

resources available  

  Fosters a climate of mutual trust and respect among staff, parents and the 

community 

 Has a track record of honesty and transparency 

 Has experience as an educator; is an instructional leader 

 Is a forward-thinking creative problem solver; innovative 

 Is a skilled systems thinker capable of establishing expectations, performance 

targets and accountability systems 

 Is a team builder 

 Is an experienced leader of leaders who inspires all to excel  

 Is proactive, identifying and resolving concerns in a timely manner 

 Is unafraid to confront hard and difficult issues 

 Is visible, accessible, and invested in the district for the long term 

 Makes data driven decisions and has a strong process and structures 

orientation 

 Possesses strong communication and listening skills  

 Provides leadership for the district by collaboratively establishing a clear, 

shared vision of educational excellence in PVSD 

 Responsibly and effectively oversees the budget 

 Seeks talent and has hiring experience 

 Thinks out of the box; may have a non-traditional career path 

 Understands and appreciates the culture of a small, affluent, well-educated 

community in Silicon Valley 

 Values collaborative decision-making 

 Values continuous learning for all staff  

 Works collaboratively and communicates well with the Board  

 

 

PORTOLA VALLEY SCHOOL DISTRICT 
 



 

 6 

 

Focus Group Comments 
(Note: * Indicates repetitive comments; others in alpha order) 

 

STRENGTHS 

 
BOARD 

 

*Business office strong 

*Ed foundation strong 

*Size of the district 

*Teacher quality 

Bond position added  

Community feel 

Financial resources - (compared to other districts) 

Hands on management by superintendent 

High performing kids and parents 

Highly educated parent community concerned about the education of their children 

Location – natural environment 

New buildings being built 

Principal leadership strong 

Resources available – financial and community 

Safe environment 

Schools will be upgraded with bond monies 

SPED provides strong support for students 

Staff wants the best for the children 

Teachers and staff are caring and vested 

Technology neutral from a teaching and learning standpoint 

 

ADMINISTRATORS 

 

*Academics strong=test scores 

*Admin team strong 

*Supportive families 

*Teacher quality 

Admin not heavy just right  

Admin team steps up 

Admin team works well together 

Affluent community 

Board members each have unique strengths 

Cabinet is solid  

Committed, hard-working teacher core 

Community volunteerism – sweat equity from parents 

Few parent complaints 

Harmonious staff; works well together 

High level of trust 
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High salaries attract good pool of teachers 

Intimate due to size; everyone knows everyone 

Kids are great, parents supportive  

Kristen (AP) is a strength  

Parents and community very involved 

Parents supportive financially 

PTO strong 

Resources 

Size – easy to do things 

Small class sizes 

Staff loves coming to work 

Students are great 

Superintendent knows everyone 

Superintendent leadership 

Support for social emotional stress  

Teachers have many preps -do it well  

Teachers know when to ask for a lifeline 

Teachers work collaboratively and attend professional development 

Terrific place to work 

Tutors outside of class  

Veteran teachers – staying power of staff 

Work started in science K-8 

 

PARENTS AND COMMUNITY  

 

*Community is supportive and involved 

*High percentage of engaged parents 

*Parental involvement is encouraged 

*Small district 

*Small town; everyone is connected 

*Teachers and staff 

Active support from parents 

Addition of facilities person 

Belief that anything is possible 

“Boutique” district 

Collaborative teams at elementary school 

Community and neighborhood aspects of district 

Connections and trust within school community 

Cozy feeling at Ormondale for teachers and parents 

Exposure to a lot of subjects at elementary 

Far better than average caliber of teachers 

Foundation strong 

Going to school with neighbors 

Independence 

Kids love it here 

Location 
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Lots of resources available 

Parent expertise  

Parents want children to be connected with classmates 

People love living here 

Programs offered like a private school 

Project based learning 

Qualified, veteran teachers 

Responsive teachers  

Sense of community 

Social emotional learning  

Strong community 

Strong experienced teachers 

Teachers care about kids 

Teachers continue their learning and professional growth 

Tight knit, involved community 

Well educated, motivated parents 

Well-oiled machine 

Yearly grade level focus projects 

 

TEACHERS 

 

*Collaborative, professional culture 

*Collegial staff 

*Community supportive 

*Innovative schools 

*Resources available 

*Setting and location 

*Teachers 

Ability to quickly adapt 

About learning not discipline 

Art, music, STEM curriculum offerings 

Bond and facilities money and potential 

Collaborative staff 

Committed to developing the whole child 

Culture of improvement 

Different campuses have different strengths 

Good counselors who know the kids 

Good relationships with families 

High achieving students 

High engagement with parents 

Not a lock-step instructional program 

Ormondale highly collaborative 

Parent and grandparent volunteers 

People open to continuous learning 

Pleasant and nice place to work 

Project based learning 
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Quality support staff 

Rich education 

Small community 

Smaller class sizes  

Specialists good 

Stanford and resources nearby 

Student oriented teachers 

Students 

Well-rounded curriculum 

Well-rounded students 

 

CLASSIFIED  

 

*Commitment of staff to students 

*Supportive management 

*Supportive parents 

*Teachers and support staff 

Beautiful area 

Collaboration at Ormondale 

Community involved and active 

Culture of “do it” 

Openness to new ideas and approaches 

Student success 
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CHALLENGES 
 

BOARD 

 

*Accountability processes lacking 

*Communication district-wide 

*Curriculum articulation K-8 

*K-8 – vertical and horizontal alignment and articulation 

 Collective cohesive education philosophy needed 

Administrative staffing ratio 

Authentic collaboration rather than report presentations 

Collaborative messaging with the foundation needed 

Communication regarding curriculum and grade level expectations 

Communication with and support of the foundation 

Community is losing enthusiasm for the district 

Data and processes lacking 

Deciding what 21st century teaching look like 

Delivering the expected services with increased costs and fixed revenues 

Determining what we expect students to know and do when leaving for high school 

Developing and articulating aligned scope and sequence of what we’re teaching 

Dual principals 

Employee evaluation and progress monitoring  

Employee relations and management 

Establishing district wide educational priorities 

Fundraising efforts need expansion 

Implementing vision 

Knowing what’s being taught in classrooms 

Lack of connectivity with community and Ed Foundation 

Management of employees 

Metrics needed for accountability 

Need for long term vision for the district 

Need to think about who we are as a district now 

Organizational chart reexamination 

Proactive communication 

Regular employee performance reviews focused on improvement 

Role ambiguity around academic decisions 

TK communication  

TK issue 

Trust in processes 

Untapped resources in the community 

Vision of education needed 

Vocal parents  
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ADMINISTRATORS 

 

*Board member roles 

*Budget constraints 

*Communication across all levels in the district 

*Construction process 

*Expenditures outpacing revenues 

*Facilities and bond work  

*Negotiations  

Balancing parental influence  

Board members’ lack of experience in education matters 

Bond and facilities 

Certificated contract opening this year 

Changing academic expectations  

Clear direction and approaches 

Demanding clientele – loud voices of some 

District finances 

ELA at 6-8 not top notch  

Facilities management 

History/past reputation of the district  

Low reserve levels 

Managing parents 

Managing vision versus handling day to day  

Oversight of bond  

Retaining teachers  

Role of board / superintendent 

Salary schedule has high annual increases 

Salary structure is costly 

Science K-8 needs continued focus 

Unstoppable salary cap previously, but now capped 

 

PARENTS AND COMMUNITY  

 

*4 & 5 focus too middle school oriented; students treated like middle schoolers 

*Big jump from elementary - 4th and 5th culture bridge needed 

*Communication  

*Schools need to align schedules and be more unified 

Accountability for ineffective teachers 

Administrative overhead – high salaries of top folks 

Administrative restructuring needed before going ahead with a new superintendent 

Administrative turnover high in past years 

Bond, facilities – lots going on 

Class sizes have grown  

Communication alignment district wide  

Creating more continuity in the two schools 

Curriculum has been ignored 
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Curriculum has gaps and disconnects K-8; especially at CM 

Declining enrollment 

Demanding parent population 

Diverse learning challenges 

Donations are not as high as neighboring district 

Evaluation of math 

Facilities - short and long term planning 

Hard to scale in a small district 

High expectations for student performance 

High number of transitions 

Housing for teachers and staff to hire  

Implementing the bond 

Inefficiencies due to two small schools 

Loss of teacher aides 

Lots of families leave the district at middle school 

Lots of investment in technology, but some constituents don’t think it is being used wisely 

Managing organization of K-3 and 4-8 

Measure Z complications 

Meeting diverse student needs in a “Lake Wobegon district” 

More needs to be done in terms of recognition 

More strategic planning for budget 

Overlap with two schools 

Parents hear that CMS is not as great as ORM 

Past history of fiscal improprieties 

Physical facilities need upgrading 

Possible consolidation 

Process and checks and balances not in place in curriculum 

Projecting future enrollment difficult due to cost for housing 

Providing accelerated educational opportunities 

Resource allocation 

Retaining good teachers and getting rid of those who aren’t 

Retention of students in 5th a problem 

Rogue teachers need to be held accountable 

Role ambiguity 

Shorter, smarter messaging 

Small school, many hats worn by all 

Social group impact of students leaving district 

Staffing at CMS – hiring  

Staffing needs, especially at administrative level 

Strong, opinionated parents 

Student behaviors inappropriate for grade level 

Too many transitions in recent past 

Two locations 

Uneven evaluation of new curriculum 

Unifying both schools 

Use of technology – where and how being used in elementary grades 
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Volunteerism declining 

 

TEACHERS 

 

*Curriculum decisions not made with input from teachers 

*Need to align the schools  

*Technology refresh needed 

*Two schools not collaborating on systems, grading, communication, schedules 

Administration – lack of trust in teachers 4-5 

Aging unmaintained facilities 

All staff members wear many hats 

Board cycles off after children leave district – no stability 

Bond and construction 

Bond money allocation 

Challenging personalities 

CMS has two administrators and small student population 

Community expectations 

Community involvement with bond 

Competition from private schools 

Corners cut on tech over the years 

Culture of top down decision making at CMS 

Difference in the board’s understanding of what’s going on and the reality 

Economy of scale issues – dual admin roles 

Financial issues 

Focus of bond not what needs doing 

Gap between two schools 

Initiatives not always followed through 

Justifying the reason for technology use; not use for use sake 

Lack of discipline implementation 

Lack of focus – do a few things well, not lots of things half way 

Lack of role definition among staff 

Large range of student abilities 

Managing construction without it being the focus 

Managing the role of the board with their role as parents 

Messaging needs improvement 

Need to scale up the culture of collaboration 4-8 

Reduction in aide time 

Retaining teachers 

Salary schedule not step and column 

Security on open campuses 

Special interests of board members 

Teachers don’t work together at the two schools 

Too many “gold star” programs which aren’t implemented deeply 

Tug and pull of private schools 

Working with Union 
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CLASSIFIED  

 

Administration is not aware of what’s happening at the sites 

Almanac blog posts 

Board members have only parent perspectives 

Challenging students behaviorally 

Change is difficult 

Consistency between schools 

Cost of living in area 

Decisions made without engaging those closest to the impact 

Declining enrollment 

Defining who makes decisions 

Disconnect between reality and what is expected/desired 

Email pass off rather than people making decisions 

Incomplete communication 

Lack of trust 

Losing continuity with bond and facilities master plan 

Managing expectations 

Mixed messages from the top 

Need to reduce staff 

Negotiations 

Org chart is not well defined; explicit definition of who does what needed 

Over communication without including the right people 

Overlap in responsibilities – 3 people in charge of health and benefits 

Prior reputation of administrators 

Scrutiny from community 

Staffing 

Sticking to decisions 

Teachers not treated equally 

The PVSD Way is just a slogan at top levels of admin. - not a reality 

Turnover in leadership 

Work on facilities 

 

DESIRED CHARACTERISTICS 
 

BOARD 

 

*Skilled in establishing expectations and accountability 

*Visionary combined with practical leadership  

Ability to connect with community 

An Ignitor 

Authentic, grounded 

Cheerleader for the district 

Collaborative with Board 

Communication skills 

Connects with the larger community for resources, etc. 
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Creative fundraising ideas 

Creator of a joyful and inclusive environment 

Decisive with appropriate rationale communicated 

Driven to excel and excellence 

Expert talent seeker 

Fundraising talent 

Hiring expertise – hires experts  

Inclusive decision maker 

Innovative 

Maximizer of potential  

Non-traditional leader 

Out of the box thinker 

Process and structures oriented 

Pushes for excellence at all levels 

Relationship builder 

Skilled in creative reorganization relative to priorities 

Strong pedagogical background 

Takes ownership of all aspects of the organization 

Visionary leadership to have inclusive, empathetic students driven by core values 

Willing to break the mold to connect community with the district 

 

ADMINISTRATORS 

 

*Bond/construction/facilities experience 

*Calm/even keel 

*Communication skills – clear, decisive, concise 

*Fiscally competent, efficient, and responsible 

*Good listener 

*Team builder 

Balances work load and trust for all 

Can get up to speed quickly on issues  

Collaborative 

Decisive and good listener  

Encourages everyone to be their best 

Experience in teaching and school administration 

Experienced  

Facilitative leader 

Gains and keeps trust  

Gets along well with people 

Global thinker 

Great at leading educators 

Honest 

Insider who knows the district  

Knowledge of best instructional practices 

Leadership skills and abilities 

Manages people effectively 
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Not egocentric 

Proactive not reactive 

Problem solver 

Skilled in managing parent constituents 

Skilled in working with labor unions 

Someone who can wear many hats; do all the different jobs in a small district 

Someone who supports the staff  

Strong support for teachers 

Student focused 

Substance versus sparkle 

Track record of honesty and transparency 

Understands our “smallness” 

Understands SPED laws 

Vision to improve budget 

Willing and able to interact one on one 

Works well with team members 

 

PARENTS AND COMMUNITY  

 

*Bond experience 

*Communication skills  

*Educator who is great at leading educators 

*Team builder 

Able to make trade-offs of priorities 

Achieves excellence while lifting up all learners 

Approachable 

Board facilitation skills 

Bravery 

Committed to stay for 3 – 5 years 

Communicates how foundation funding is used 

Competent with social media and web communication 

Confidence 

Creativity in leadership role 

Dedicated to professional development for all 

Desire to do it well not just do more 

Engages with community appropriately 

Ensures that all students are fully resourced – focus on all kids 

Experience collaborating with parent foundation 

Experience with students 

Facilities experience 

Familiar with Silicon Valley environment 

Fiscal efficiency competence 

Fiscally responsible 

Flexible 

Forward thinking communicator 

Fosters and creates forums for healthy debates 
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Good sense of humor 

Hands on person who can wear a lot of hats 

Interest in and support of creative process promoter 

Knowledgably uses data on families leaving 

Knows how to deal with people in a small community 

Leadership qualities 

Likes kids 

Limited external commitments 

Listening skills 

Looks at administrative overhead creatively to suggest solutions 

Looks at structural inefficiencies 

Management skills 

Manages parent constituents well 

Manages the building projects successfully 

Not enamored by technology; some applications are useless or not working 

Not the bullet point on the resume 

Open door 

Patience 

Perceptive – high EQ 

Personable 

PR skills 

Previous experience as a superintendent 

Promoter 

Reaches out to connect with community 

Sees the 35,000 foot as well as the on the ground vision 

Skilled in instructional uses of technology 

Strength in finding administrators – good leaders needed 

Strength of purpose in decision making 

Strong enough to make the tough personnel calls 

Strong support for teachers 

Track record of honesty and transparency 

Unafraid of conflict 

Unafraid to take on hard and difficult issues 

Understands that parents have high expectations for their kids 

Understands the culture 

Visible on sites 

Vision of K through 8 for the district 

Warm, friendly, willing to get to know families, community, etc. 

Well respected 

Wise budget allocations 

 

TEACHERS 

 

*Stable; willing to stay 3-5 years 

“Sells” the district to parents 

Advocates for all aspects of the school community 
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Aware of what’s happening in classrooms 

Balances bringing people along with making decisions that need to be made 

Brings the two campuses together 

Caring 

Child centered 

Clear and honest 

Constructivist background 

Education background 

Experience in a small district  

Experience overseeing facilities needs  

Experienced in the job – not the first step 

Forward thinking 

Honest, strong leader 

Inspiring 

Keeps student safety first 

Knows the students and parents 

Listens to all stakeholders  

Marketing, but not the highest priority 

Mindful of equity and access 

Nimble 

Not just a manager; an educator 

Open to reorganization 

Present and visible daily visiting classes 

Prioritizes practical needs 

Relationship builder 

Respects and encourages differing opinions 

Sees the difference in cultures between the schools 

Skilled in attracting and retaining teachers 

Skilled in working with affluent community 

Small district mindset  

Supportive of teachers 

Take the time to know the history and the landscape 

Teaching experience 

Transparent, a strong figurehead 

Trusts competent staff 

Understands inquiry and how it relates to PBL 

Understands the culture 

Unitor – brings people together 

Values personal life balance 

Values quality of education not just what looks good 

Values relationships 

Vision for where the district is going in all areas 

Works well with the Board 
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CLASSIFIED  

 

*Integrity 

*Open communication and open door policy 

*Recognizes that there are different ways of teaching 

Ability to diffuse potentially dramatic situations 

Able to hit the ground running 

Able to navigate the community’s affluence 

Bases decisions on what’s best for students 

Brings people together  

Checks in with all staff 

Classroom and site administrator experience K-8 

Common sense 

Confidence in abilities 

Considerate of staff time 

Desires to be here 

Education background 

Experience with 21st century teaching and listening 

Experience with SPED  

Fair 

Familiar with California laws and policies 

Familiarity with affluent community 

Has the staff’s back 

Honest 

In it for the long haul 

Knows how to work with Boards  

Listens without judgement 

Long timer who wants to stay here 

People skills  

Personable 

Provides resources to meet student needs 

Realistic 

Recognizes there are different ways to get to the same outcome 

Respectful 

Seasoned and experienced  

Shares information with staff 

Takes ownership 

Transparent 

Trustworthiness 

Understands 21st century learning 

Understands the complexities of a small district 

Visionary 

Walks the talk 

Willing to stay 5 – 10 years 
 


