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Tales from the front lines: 
Texas superintendents lead with 
compassion as COVID-19 hits home

This year, while most Texas schools were either preparing for or in the midst of spring break, things took a turn. The country found 
itself on the precipice of a global pandemic, and schools were tasked with one enormous challenge: Shut down your campuses and 
take your learning online. And do it quick.

No two Texas school districts are alike, and each superintendent has gone above and beyond to make a swift pivot to distance learn-
ing while still providing for some of their students’ most basic needs, delivering meals by the thousands. While each district has its 
own unique needs and has responded in its own way, it’s become obvious that all of Texas’ school administrators are in this together 
and can learn from and be inspired by each other.

by; Dacia Rivers
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Fabens ISD 
 
For a little over a year, Veronica Vijil has 
served as superintendent in Fabens ISD, 
a district of more than 2,200 students 
that hugs the Texas/Mexico border, just 
south of El Paso. In Fabens, 25-30% of 
students don’t have access to mobile 
devices or computers at home, and 
25-30% of students don’t have access to 
the internet at home. 

While teachers are able to reach the 
majority of Fabens’ students virtually, 
the district faces a challenge in getting 
learning materials to a significant por-
tion of its students. With not much time 
to make a decision on how best to do 
this, Vijil decided that distributing low-
tech paper packets was one of the best 
ways to reach these students.

“Each district has their own unique per-
spective for their own community that 
they have to address,” Vijil says. “It can-
not be one-size-fits-all.”

With expert advice on social distancing 
and stay-at-home orders changing from 
day to day, Vijil has stayed nimble, shift-
ing from asking families to come pick up 
their packets to mailing them to students. 
This worked for getting packets to most 
of the students who need them, except 
for a group of students who were across 
the border in Mexico when schools and 
businesses closed their doors. Some 
students were visiting family for spring 
break when the stay-where-you-are 
order came down and some are dual citi-
zens, and the fact that an international 
border separated them from their school 
made getting their packets to them even 
more of a challenge. 

That’s when one of the principals in the 
district stepped up and volunteered to 
deliver packets to her students across the 
border.

“She literally begged me to allow her to 
go to the bridge to take instructional 
packets to some students,” Vijil says. 
“There were many unknowns, and it 
really worried me, but as a superinten-
dent I had to make a decision, and so I 
told her yes.”

Putting herself in harm’s way, the princi-
pal made the trip to the border crossing 
to deliver packets to the eager families on 
the other side. She called ahead to eight 
families who waited on the other sides as 
she drove to the bridge, and the customs 
agents allowed her to go far enough to 
deliver the packets. 

“She said it was so rewarding for her to 
see her students and the families and 
how eager they were to get their lessons,” 
Vijil says. “They wanted to make sure 
they were keeping up with their lessons, 
so I know she’ll be returning to the bridge 
when the next set of packets are ready to 
be delivered.”

Vijil says the number of families south 
of the border who are receiving these 
packets has grown from eight to 12. Each 
packet is designed to contain two weeks’ 
worth of work, creating a project-based 
lesson that incorporates the four core 
learning areas along with electives. 

After two weeks, local students without 
internet access can bring their completed 
packets to their schools, where they will 
drop them into a no-contact bin, and the 
packets will sit for 72 hours to hopefully 
allow time to prevent any health or safety 
issues. At the drop-off point, teachers 
will place new plastic-wrapped packets 
in each family’s trunk, so the students 
won’t run out of educational materials.

“It’s very high-level work, and we’re 
asking the students to dig deep and 
incorporate what they’ve learned into 
these projects,” Vijil says.

While the district is using social media 
to share information, and all packet 
materials are uploaded to the Fabens 
ISD website, Vijil stresses that the paper 
packet program will continue so that the 
needs of all students will be met. Teach-
ers in Fabens reach out via telephone to 
students who don’t have internet access 
at home to check in and make sure 
they’re getting the information they need 
to complete their work. 

Vijil believes it’s important for teachers 
and administrators to stay in touch with 
their students and their families, espe-
cially in small towns or rural areas, like 
Fabens, which doesn’t have a mayor. The 
school district serves as the central hub 
in the area, making Vijil and her staff 
members leaders in the community. It’s a 
role they take on with enthusiasm. 

“We have a lot of poor families in our 
community, and I hear stories every day 
about our teachers helping out,” she says. 
“They’ll go and find toilet paper or what-
ever the needs are and deliver them, just 
to help out. It’s in our nature; it’s what we 
do. It’s everyone reaching out to make 
sure the community is OK.”

Using social media, Fabens has engaged 
the local community in other ways, 
hosting a virtual spirit week and a fitness 
week challenge, inviting students and 
their families to come together and share 
pictures and stories online. Vijil posts 
messages on the district’s social media 



12 INSIGHT

as well, and stresses that it’s important 
for superintendents to show their vul-
nerability and maintain contact to bring 
hope to their communities.

“The most important thing we can do 
is provide a platform for listening to 
students’ social and emotional needs 
and meet them with a call, with positive 
words, with encouragement,” she says. 
“First and foremost, we must keep the 
relationships close and strengthen them. 
We are all going through something 
unknown, and they need to hear from 
us.”

In Fabens, educators are looking to the 
future even while navigating this novel 
situation. The district has held popu-
lar STEM summer camps for the last 
two years, and is working to move the 
camps online this year. It’s something 
students in Fabens look forward to, and 
the district is determined to continue 
the program, especially in a year where 
nothing else feels like business as usual. 

“Now is the time to start planning for the 
future,” Vijil says. “It’s important that the 
students and families know that we don’t 
have all the answers, and that’s OK. We’ll 
work through this together and we’ll find 
the means and the way that will be best 
for our community.”

Victoria ISD

Meanwhile, in the Golden Crescent, 
Superintendent Quintin Shepherd 
is considering the bigger picture as he 
leads Victoria ISD’s staff and students 
into the unknown. His goal, even before 
COVID-19 hit the scene, has been “to 
create an ownership mindset around 
complex decisions.” To Shepherd, there’s 
a difference between something that 
is complicated and something that is 
complex. 

The complicated issue these days is fig-
uring out the details of remote learning 
and putting them into play. It’s a concrete 
issue, one the district’s staff was ready to 

tackle. Then there’s the complex issue: 
figuring out the right way to handle this 
new era in education in a manner that 
addresses the local community’s par-
ticular needs in the most responsive way 
possible.

“What immediately became apparent to 
me was that we need to reach out like 
we’ve never done before,” Shepherd says. 
“We need to connect deeply with par-
ents, teachers and students themselves, 
because those are the folks who are going 
to need us more and more as this pro-
longed experience stays with us.”

While teachers in Victoria are holding 
online classes just like their colleagues 
around the country, Shepherd is con-
sidering the best way to make these 
connections meaningful for everyone 
involved. Rather than rushing into a 
unilateral solution, administrators in 
Victoria have been reaching out and ask-
ing for input.

Shepherd used a platform called Though-
texchange to crowdsource ideas from the 
entirety of Victoria’s teaching staff. He 
asked them to offer their input as to what 
was on the top of their minds, and what 
they felt the district should be focused on 
first and foremost.

Besides garnering helpful ideas, using 
this format helped teachers in Victoria 
take ownership in the moves that the 
district is making. The responses were 
so helpful that Shepherd has extended 
crowdsourcing into other areas, includ-
ing high school graduation.

“We could make a decision and say, 
‘This is what we’re doing because this is 
what’s best,’” Shepherd says. “I’m of the 
mindset that that might not be the best 
approach. If you look at the people who 
are most impacted by that decision, it’s 
families and students — seniors who are 
graduating.”
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Focused on a belief that the people most 
affected by the district’s decisions should 
have a voice in making them, Shep-
herd used another Thoughtexchange 
“exchange” to ask seniors and their fami-
lies how they’d like to address graduation 
this year. Whatever they decide, that’s 
what the district will do. 

Victoria also invited all of its parents, 
asking them to respond with their sug-
gestions for remote learning and to let 
the district know how it can best meet 
their needs. 

Shepherd aims to create a space where 
everyone can engage with each other — 
something that’s always been important 
but now feels essential. Allowing for this 
two-way communication is one way to 
keep a collaborative atmosphere going.

This commitment to open communica-
tion is just one example of Shepherd’s 
compassionate and vulnerable leading 

style. When it became clear COVID-19 
was going to derail business as usual, he 
gave a press conference and offered his 
apologies to high school seniors in the 
district. As he began to discuss the many 
things that the class of 2020 will miss out 
on, he broke into tears.

“That’s not something that ever happens 
to me,” Shepherd says. “But the feedback 
from the community was largely, ‘Thank 
you.’ If you’re willing to share your suf-
fering and let others share their suffering 
and not judge them for it, it’s the closest 
way to bring people together, and that’s 
at the heart of vulnerability.”

Shepherd encourages his leadership 
teams to put relationships first and 
embrace compassionate leadership. 
While things might be far from ideal 
at present, he stresses that this is a good 
time to lead by example and teach stu-
dents and communities alike how to 

deal with the unexpected. It’s a good time 
for public schools to shine.

“This is an opportunity unlike any in 
history for us to reclaim the narrative 
about public education,” Shepherd says. 
“I think it’s incumbent on us to not miss 
this opportunity because we’re humble 
and don’t want to brag on ourselves. We 
need teachers telling these stories; we 
need superintendents telling these stories 
so we can turn around the narrative about 
public education.”

Shepherd is proud of how districts across 
Texas have responded to this incredible 
challenge. Many districts had about 48 
hours to put together entire new plans, 
shift gears and leap into new frontiers 
in education. But they rolled up their 
sleeves, and they got it done. It’s his hope 
that public school employees and advo-
cates will share these stories so that their 
efforts can be recognized and appreciated. 

Find criteria, guidelines, and more at 
tasanet.org/awards/school-board-awards/

TASA members serving in their current positions since at least 
July 1, 2018, may nominate their boards for TASA’s School 
Board Awards. 

 There is no application form to submit; rather, submit data and                    
  information that is supportive of the 2020 TASA School                   
      Board Awards criteria to your regional ESC by June 16.

Nominate Your Outstanding Board for the
2020 TASA School Board Awards

School Board Awards
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“It wasn’t a federal program that stepped 
up and solved this problem. It wasn’t a 
state program, or a bunch of legislators,” 
Shepherd says. “The real story is ‘get out 
of the way of a teacher and watch what 
happens.’ That’s our story in Victoria, and 
it’s the story of every school district in the 
country. Give a teacher free reign to do 
whatever it takes to reach out to kids and 
they’ll amaze you.” 

Leander ISD 

Bruce Gearing, superintendent of Lean-
der ISD, a district just north of Austin 
with more than 41,000 students, says he’s 
been able to respond to a sudden need 
for emergency remote learning thanks 
to the leadership of his board of trustees. 
Through emergency board meetings and 
approving resolutions as they’re able, the 
board has worked hand-in-hand with 
the administration to make necessary 
adjustments.

The district wasn’t set up for distance 
learning before the pandemic struck, but 
took quick moves to shut down physi-
cal campuses and move to virtual class 
meetings. 

“Our team has done a great job using the 
technology that’s available to connect, 
and that’s really important to us,” Gearing 
says. “We determined the most critical 
issue for us was going to be making sure 
our staff and students stay connected to 
continue to build the strong relationships 
we feel are absolutely necessary for deep 
learning to happen.”

With his own children home and attend-
ing remote classes, Gearing is aware 
that each household in the district faces 
unique circumstances. Some could be 
facing illness, loss of work, loss of child-
care, unreliable internet access and other 
sudden challenges. 

“We don’t know what’s happening in our 
family’s households, so we’re focused on 

trying to meet basic needs first to keep 
stress levels for our families as low as 
possible.”

With campuses closed, Leander still 
provides meals to students in need, no 
questions asked. The district’s backpack 
program provides a weekend’s worth of 
meals to make sure students are fed even 
when school isn’t in session. Administra-
tors and teachers have also been able to 
hand out devices to any students who 
need them, more than 6,000 so far.  
 
To further reduce stress in a stressful 
time, Gearing and his team made the 
decision not to include grades from the 
spring 2020 semester in students’ GPA 
and class rank calculations. Instead, 
grades from the fall will be used to gener-
ate the numbers.

Gearing says that some top students have 
expressed concern over this decision, but 
he feels it’s best for the majority of stu-
dents in Leander.

“We know there’s going to be situations 
where it’s not perfect,” he says. “Since we 
don’t know what’s going on in individual 
households, we wanted to remove the 
stress that grading creates.”

This adjusted approach to grading has 
the benefit of removing some burden 
from Leander ISD’s teachers, allowing 
them to focus more on whether students 
are meeting standards and will be pre-
pared for the next grade level. Teachers 
are reaching out one-on-one to students 
who are behind on credits, making sure 
they take advantage of any opportunities 
to help them prepare for advancement or 
graduation. 

Leander ISD has solicited feedback from 
its students, to see how remote learn-
ing is going for them and to seek their 
input on how the district could better 
meet their needs. Gearing says he plans 
on opening up that conversation to the 
community, to see what families’ hopes 

and dreams are for their students and 
what the district can do to make those 
goals a reality.

With so much data and conversation 
going online, Gearing is tuned in to 
potential security risks. From finding 
tools to safely manage student/teacher 
communication to watching for potential 
vulnerabilities in the districts’ systems, 
he’s encouraging his staff to be careful 
about data sharing and confidentiality — 
issues that weren’t always on the forefront 
before classrooms went online.

When he has time to reflect, Gearing is 
amazed by watching the Leander ISD 
community juggle the sudden need to 
work from home, attend school from 
home and manage their families all 
day every day, all within the confines of 
home.

“I think this has given us an opportu-
nity to reassess how we do things and 
why we do things, and I’m looking for-
ward to seeing what this looks like as 
we go on and how this will change our 
environment.”

Gearing has been buoyed in his work by 
staying connected with other Central 
Texas superintendents via a group chat 
and regular online meetings. Being able 
to collaborate and commiserate with 
peers who have found themselves in the 
same situation has been helpful to him 
as he leads his district through unprec-
edented times. 

“I have been impressed with the agility 
of K-12 public education in general, and 
Leander ISD in particular, with how nim-
bly we’ve pivoted and completely changed 
our model of interaction and delivering 
learning for all of our students,” he says. 
“This has been an extremely challenging 
time, and yet I’ve seen such positivity rise 
out of it. We’re going to create a lot of new 
innovation out of this and we’re going to 
be better and stronger for it.” n




