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Dr. Lydia Sondhi, Board President  
Cypress School District 
5816 Corporate Avenue  
Cypress, CA 90630 

 

 April 6, 2026 
 

Dear President Sondhi and Members of the Board of Trustees: 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to share information about the executive search services Education 
Support Services (ESS) Group provides school districts across the region and state. 
 

The ESS Consulting Group was established in 2006 as an independent LLC and later became affiliated 
with the law firm Atkinson, Andelson, Loya, Ruud & Romo. Our strategic partnership emerged in 
response to client requests for support in areas calling for non-legal solutions, including searches.  
 

ESS has facilitated several high-profile executive searches in Orange County and beyond. In Spring 
2025, we facilitated the search in Cypress School District to support the selection of your new Assistant 
Superintendent, Business Services, Larry Ferchaw. A complete listing of ESS superintendent searches 
along with candidate hire and retention data is included in our proposal. 
 
If ESS is invited to support your search, Dr. Suzette Lovely will serve as lead adviser joined by Dr. Gary 

Rutherford. Collectively, these team members have worked in every capacity from instructional aide to 

classroom teacher to principal to director to assistant superintendent to superintendent throughout 

Southern California. Their local roots and unmatched regional access make them the premier choice for 

your search requirements. You will find their bios on pg. 12 highlighting the depth and breadth of their 

experiences serving public education locally and regionally.  
 

ESS is purposeful in its decision to undertake fewer searches each year, allowing our advisers to devote 
more time and attention to each client. This also provides an added safeguard to ensure our firm does 
not present the same pool of candidates to multiple districts or that recently placed superintendents are 
not recruited elsewhere. We recognize that successful school boards are committed to keeping their 
superintendents long-term.  

 
It would be an honor to meet with the Board and provide an in-depth overview of ESS’s search process, 
timelines, fees, and customizable services. Thank you for your consideration of the Education Support 
Services (ESS) Group to support this important work in the Cypress School District. 
 

    Alan Rasmussen 
Alan Rasmussen, Ed.D.       
Executive Director, ESS 
714.907.3634 

 
 

 Cerritos Office 
112800 Center Court Drive 
 Suite 300 
 Cerritos, California 90703 
 www.essinformation.com 
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Part I:  Background Information About ESS  
 

Company Profile 

The Education Support Services (ESS) Group is a leadership consulting firm organized as a limited 
liability company in the State of California. Our consultants are experienced practitioners from across 
the field of education enlisted to serve as trusted advisers to school boards, superintendents, central 
office leaders, and site administrators throughout California. Since its inception in 2006, our LLC has 
built its brand under the name Education Support Services (ESS). 

Our strategic, yet independent, affiliation with AALRR emerged in response to requests from school 
boards and superintendents for support in areas calling for non-legal solutions. In 2017, ESS 
expanded its services to include executive searches based on client interest. AALRR is a multi-office 
firm with a presence that permeates the state, including offices in Orange, Los Angeles, Riverside, 
and San Diego counties. 

 

Search Philosophy:  Better, Not Bigger 
 

▪ We are a small firm known for our concierge-level service, attention and detail. 

▪ We maintain a limited number of search clients at any given time to ensure greater accessibility 
and responsiveness to trustees and applicants.  

▪ We collaborate directly with the Board to solidify a search timeline that aligns with local 
circumstances and needs (e.g., meeting schedules, trustee availability, District calendar, etc.).  

▪ We are the only firm that publicizes transparent retention data for all ESS searches, with 94% of 
our superintendent placements since 2020 remaining in their district at least five years. 

▪ We maintain affiliations with local, state and national networks including: SoCal’s 
Superintendent’s Association; Association of California School Administrators (ACSA); California 
Association of Latino Superintendents & Administrators (CALSA); California Association of Asian 
& Pacific Leaders in Education (CAAPLE); and the School Superintendents Association (AASA) 

▪  We tap into existing District resources and collaborate closely with your search liaison and any 
assigned staff to streamline the process. 

▪  We provide board member access to all applications and supporting materials. 

▪ We develop a comprehensive Leadership Profile Report organized around universal themes that 
inform the Board in its candidate screening, interview protocols, deliberations, and final selection. 

▪ We conduct rigorous 3rd party background checks to guarantee candidates have been fully vetted 
before the Board’s final selection. 

▪ We communicate regularly with trustees through weekly status reports and prompt responses to 
individual inquiries.  

▪ We connect search fees to desired levels of adviser involvement, with the Board’s ability to modify 
tasks to reduce costs or expand the scope. 

▪ We serve as Board ambassadors, proudly representing the mission, values, and achievements 
of the Cypress School District to candidates as well as the community. 

 

    Information Regarding Litigation or Arbitration 
 

Educational Support Services (ESS) Group has not been involved in any litigation, arbitration, or 
legal disputes since the LLC was founded in 2006. 
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Part II: Description of Search Activities and Preliminary Timelines  

An ESS search involves four phases represented by the acronym EAST: Engagement, 

Activation, Selection, Transition.  

The following timeline conveys ESS’s initial recommendations based on CSD’s district and board 

calendar. However, dates and activities can/will be adjusted in accordance with trustee availability 

and other scheduling matters discussed at the Search Planning Workshop. 
 

Engagement Phase: April 27 – May 21, 2026 

Search Planning 
Workshop 

April 27, 2026 

Special Board Meeting 

Search advisers meet with the Board to: finalize timelines; 
identify applicant qualifications and experience requirements; 
confirm community engagement groups; discuss compensation 
parameters; identify prospective candidate(s) for advisers to 
contact; consider promotional materials and other factors 
related to the process. 

Education Partner 
Engagement and  

Community Outreach  

 
     Completed by  
    May 15, 2026 

Search advisers meet with education partners and community 
leaders to uncover District strengths, needs, and ideal qualities 
of the next Superintendent.  
 

Two community forums (in-person & virtual) are scheduled to 
enlist input from any parents/guardians, employees, or 
community members who did not participate in focus groups.  
 

The online survey opens and closes within this window. 

Presentation of  
Leadership Profile Report 

May 21, 2026   

Special Board Meeting 

Search advisers present Leadership Profile findings to the 
Board summarizing education partner input and online survey 
responses. The Board affirms the report’s content and adds 
any additional screening factors. Interested candidates receive 
a copy of the report. 

 

Activation Phase: April 30 – May 22, 2026 
- Overlaps with Engagement Phase – 

 

Job Posting 
 

Opens: April 29, 2026 
Closes: May 22, 2026 

Superintendent vacancy is posted in a variety of platforms, 
including EDJOIN, ACSA’s Career portal, and other Board-
determined publications with regional emphasis. 

Recruitment 
 

Ongoing 

ESS advisers utilize an array of local, state, and national 
networks to actively recruit, engage, and screen candidates 
who match the Leadership Profile criteria. 

Reference Checks 
 

Ongoing 

 

Advisers review application materials and contact formal and 
informal references. Additional appraisals are performed, 
including a comprehensive review of social media accounts 
and digital footprint. Prospective candidates are evaluated and 
screened against ideal qualities in Leadership Profile Report.  
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Selection Phase:           May 23 – July 9, 2026 

Application Materials Delivered  
to Trustees 

 
By May 26, 2026 

Trustees receive/review confidential application materials of 
all applicants. A candidate analysis is provided using the 
Leadership Profile criteria, background check findings, 
additional appraisals, and social media reviews. 

Determination of 
Candidate Slate 

 
Week of June 8, 2026 

Special Closed Session 

Board meets with search advisers to identify the best qualified 
candidates to invite for interviews. Interview questions are 
finalized along with any other prompts/presentations trustees 
would like interviewees to prepare.  Candidates are notified. 

First-Round Interviews 
 

Friday, June 19, 2026 
Special Closed Session 

Prior to interviews, the Board receives background clearance 
information on all interviewees. First-round interviews are 
conducted. At the conclusion, search advisers support trustees 
to determine which ‘finalists’ to invite back for a second 
interview. Second-round interview questions are crafted. 

Second Round Interviews 
 

Saturday, June 20, 2026 
Special Closed Session 

The Board interviews finalists and selects its preferred 
candidate. Search advisers help facilitate trustee deliberations. 
Candidates who are not selected are notified. 

 
Employment Contract 

Negotiations 
 

The Board identifies agency negotiators to draft an 
employment contract. Typically, the Board President and legal 
counsel are assigned this role, with search advisers assisting 
throughout the process. 

Announcement of Board’s 
Preferred Candidate (TBD) 

Search advisers collaborate with the Board President and 
finalist to develop a press release and announcement 
schedule. 

 
Validation Visit (Optional) 

 

 

A Board subcommittee may decide to conduct an in-person or 
virtual visit to the workplace of the preferred finalist. ESS will 
assist in scheduling the visitation. If a Board majority 
participates in the visit, it constitutes a meeting that must be 
properly agendized. 

Approve Employment of 
New Superintendent 

 

July 9, 2026 
Regular Board Meeting 

The Board takes formal action to hire the new Superintendent 
in closed session and approve the employment contract in 
open session, with an anticipated start date in early August. 

Transition Phase:     August 2026 

Setting the Stage for a  
Successful Transition 

 

ESS advisers provide a facilitated transition workshop with the 
new Superintendent and Board to assist the governance team 
in identifying next steps to move forward. For two years 
following the appointment, an ESS mentor will be available to 
the Superintendent to serve as a thought partner, provide 
guidance, and support the new superintendent’s success. 

Additional Support Services 
Based on District needs, governance training, superintendent 
goal setting, evaluation support, and/or executive coaching are 
available under a separate fee structure. 
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Recruitment and Screening Factors 
 
Recruitment Strategies: Our recruitment strategies are intentional to attract and hire the specific talent 
Cypress is seeking. First, we mobilize our local, state and personal networks to share the opportunity. 
Next, we engage with professional organization and platforms (ACSA, AASA, CALSA, EDJOIN, etc.) to 
advertise the position. Third, during education partner outreach, we ask stakeholders to email us the 
name(s) of qualified candidates that may be a good fit for CSD. We then follow-up with these individuals 
to share the opportunity and answer questions. Candidates who most closely meet the Leadership Profile 
qualities are monitored and encouraged until an application is completed. Through targeted outreach, 
ESS optimizes the candidate pool, rather than simply rely on whomever happens to apply.  

 
Tapping Into the ESS Cadre and AALRR Attorneys: ESS maintains a cadre of thirty-five 
consultants who work as independent contractors. Our team members have connections throughout 
Orange County and the state. During your search, cadre members are utilized for candidate referrals, 
information sourcing, and additional vetting. This capacity is further strengthened by a network of 200+ 
highly regarded education law attorneys who serve communities across every region of California. 

 
Ensuring Candidate Expertise: ESS maintains a proven track record of successful superintendent 
placements, utilizing a rigorous, yet personalized, recruitment and selection process. To ensure Cypress 
secures a superintendent who is highly qualified and possesses expertise in PreK-6 leadership, school 
funding and resource management, the job posting, screening factors, and candidate vetting will be 
aligned with these priorities. 

 
Due Diligence Vetting: Trustees may be aware of recent headlines involving Des Moines Unified 
School District which raised public concerns about the integrity of background checks and the selected 
superintendent’s personal/professional history. In October 2025, the district filed a lawsuit against the 
consulting firm used to conduct the search, alleging the firm had failed to adequately vet the candidate’s 
background and was negligent in representing the individual as a suitable candidate to the Board. 
 

While ESS has not encountered any such issues, we want to emphasize the rigor and safeguards of our 
vetting process. Prior to any candidate being interviewed by your Board, ESS engages a third-party firm, 
NationSearch LLC, to conduct an extensive 15-year lookback that includes: 

SSN/Address Tracing 
County, State, and Federal Criminal Search 

 Sex Offender Search 
Department of Corrections Review 

 Multijurisdictional Database Search 
DMV Search 
Education Verification 
Bankruptcies/Financial History 

 
3rd Party Social Media Reviews: ESS engages a 3rd party social media analyst to conduct a thorough 
review of candidates’ digital footprint. This analysis includes: review of all social media accounts and 
posts; examination of the online sentiment, behaviors and interactions of top-tiered applicants; and 
reputational analysis of all candidates who apply. Before any interviews are conducted, ESS ensures the 
public persona of prospective candidates matches the district’s values and brand. 
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Potential Challenges to a Successful Search  
 

A recent publication led with the headline: Who wants to lead America’s Schools? Anyone? Anyone? 
While the job of a school superintendent has never been easy, a growing number of school boards across 
the state and nation are competing to hire new district leaders. California superintendents, in particular, 
have left their jobs in large numbers, with annual turnover continuing to grow since 2021. These 
superintendents are being replaced with a new group of less experienced district leaders. 

 
As districts move through the decade, the biggest challenge ESS foresees in finding CSD’s new 
superintendent is the competitive hiring environment, coupled by higher-than-average turnover in the 
position. The collective scramble for school boards throughout California comes at a challenging time in 
many communities. A range of issues such as widening achievement gaps, Artificial Intelligence, fiscal 
instability, and shrinking enrollment have taken center stage. The high-pressure job has been made even 
more difficult amidst political partisanship at the local, state, and national levels. 

 
With unprecedented departure rates among California superintendents, Cypress will be competing for top 
talent alongside other districts in the region. Another potential challenge is balancing the need to offer an 
attractive compensation package while being good stewards of taxpayer dollars. At the end of the day, 
the salary range must be benchmarked on several factors, including the Board’s inherent desire to 
maintain stability and forward momentum across the organization.  

 
In order to attract top-rate candidates within the Board’s compressed timeline, it will be necessary to 
immediately initiate a focused and accelerated search process. Since the announcement of Dr. Silavs’ 
retirement, prospective candidates have begun to follow your Board meetings to get a window into your 
work. Specifically, candidates are looking for a strong commitment to effective Board governance, 
districtwide coherence, fiscal solvency, and leadership stability. CSD’s image in the community and its 
relationship with stakeholders is dependent upon a high functioning board-superintendent partnership. 

 
Despite these potential challenges, ESS is confident that high-quality candidates will be drawn to serve a 
stable and well-respected school community such as Cypress. As such, none of the potential challenges 
in conducting your search are insurmountable. To that end, we will devote our full time and attention to 
the fidelity of each phase of your search from engagement to transition and beyond. 
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Part III: Stakeholder and Community Engagement 
 

Education Partner Outreach 
ESS advisers will facilitate one-on-one interviews, focus group sessions and Community Forums (one in 
person and one virtual). These sessions are held virtually, telephonically, or in person based on Board 
direction and group availability. The length of each session can range from thirty minutes to one hour, 
depending upon the number of participants. The Board will identify and confirm individual and focus group 
participants at its initial search planning workshop with your advisers.  

 
Guided Discussions  
Once education partners are identified, an email is sent by the Executive Assistant to inform participants 
of the Board’s interest in hearing their voices surrounding the selection of the district’s next 
superintendent. Stakeholder opinions, experiences and desires are gathered using three questions: 
1. What are the strengths of Cypress SD? What makes your district a draw for prospective applicants? 

2. What issues or needs is the District facing that an incoming superintendent should be aware of? 

3. What qualities or characteristics are most important for your next superintendent to be successful? 

 
Online Survey 
In addition to focus group input, ESS enlists feedback from all employees, parents, students, and the 
broader community through an online survey. A sample survey can be found in the Appendix, with the 
caveat that the Board can modify or eliminate questions as deemed appropriate. 

 
How is Education Partner Input Used?  
Data from engagement sessions, trustee input, and online survey is synthesized into a Leadership Profile 
Report. This report is organized around universal themes and sentiments that serve as a blueprint for 
candidate recruitment and screening. The Leadership Profile Report also helps the Board: 

● Better understand District needs and challenges from a variety of perspectives and points of view. 

● Align/integrate Board priorities with staff and community desires. 

● Gain valuable insight that informs the selection of your next superintendent. 

● Acquire a roadmap of essential actions for the newly hired superintendent. 

● Hold up a mirror to District culture and climate as a tool to organize for the future. 

Ongoing Communication with Trustees 
Confidential weekly Status Reports/Updates are sent throughout the process to keep the governing Board 
apprised of progress and provide reminders of upcoming search activities. Board members also have 
direct access to the ESS search advisers via phone, text, or email, with relevant information shared with 
all trustees in the updates. 
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Part IV: Search History  
 

Hire and Retention Data: Below is a list of ESS’s hire and retention data for each 
superintendent search undertaken by our firm. Unless indicated, all candidates have served 
in their respective positions at least five years or since their initial selection by the Board.  

 

District Enrollment Superintendent Hire Date 
Huntington Beach UHSD 

(Orange Co) 
15,534 (9-12) Clint Harwick January 1, 2017  

retired June 30, 2024 

Acton-Agua Dulce USD 
(Los Angeles Co) 

12,532 (TK-12) Larry King September 18, 2017 
(retired June 2021)  

Gustine USD 
(Merced Co) 

1,765 (TK-12) Bryan Ballenger 
 

March 1, 2018 

Santa Ana USD 
(Orange Co) 

50,124 (TK-12) Jerry Almendarez 
November 21, 2019 

(retired August 2025) 

Menifee Union SD 
(Riverside Co) 

12,142 (TK-8) Jennifer Root October 19, 2020 

Placentia Yorba Linda 
USD (Orange Co) 

24,296 (TK-12) 

 

Jim Elsasser 
 
 

January 4, 2021 
(resigned June 2022 due 

to new board majority) 

Huntington Beach CSD 
(Orange Co) 

5,588 (TK-8) Leisa Winston January 4, 2021 

Pleasant Valley SD 
(Ventura Co) 

6,802 (TK-8) Danielle Cortes June 14, 2021 

San Marcos USD 
(San Diego Co) 

20,017 (TK-12) Andy Johnsen July 1, 2021 

Central SD 
(San Bernardino Co) 

4,219 (TK-8) 
Amy Nguyen-

Hernandez 
July 1, 2021 

San Gabriel SELPA 
(Los Angeles Co) 

9,150 (TK-12) Tamara Schiern July 1, 2021 

Manhattan Beach USD 
(Los Angeles Co) 

6,030 (TK-12) John Bowes 
July 7, 2021 

(retiring July 2026) 

West Covina USD 
(Los Angeles Co) 

14,000 (TK-12) Emy Flores January 3, 2022 

Desert Sands USD 
(Riverside Co) 

26,300 (TK-12) Kelly May-Vollmar July 1, 2022 

Calexico USD 
(Imperial Co) 

8,563 (TK-12) Arturo Jimenez July 1, 2022 

Alta Loma SD 
(San Bernardino Co) 

5,561 (TK-8) Sherry Smith July 1, 2022 

Lawndale Elem SD 
(Los Angeles Co) 

5,189 (TK-8) Virginia Castro August 1, 2022 

Capistrano USD 
(Orange Co) 

47,000 (TK-12) Christopher Brown July 1, 2023 

Redlands USD 
(San Bernardino Co) 

21,000 (TK-12) Juan Cabral July 1, 2023 

San Dieguito UHSD 
(San Diego Co) 

11,000 (9-12) Anne Staffieri July 15, 2023 

Colton-Redlands-
Yucaipa ROP 

(San Bernardino Co) 
6,500 (9-12) Jason Angle July 21, 2023 

SoCal ROP 
(Los Angeles Co) 

1,500 (9-12) Julian Rodriguez July 31, 2023 

Palos Verdes USD 
(Los Angeles Co) 

10,503 (K-12) Devin Serrano August 21, 2023 

Eastside Union SD 
(Los Angeles Co) 

3,126 (TK-8) Jezelle Fullwood March 1, 2024 
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Rim of World USD 
(San Bernardino Co) 

2,890 (TK-12) Paul Sevillano March 1, 2024 

Solana Beach SD 
(San Diego Co) 

2,275 (TK-6) Jennifer Burks March 1, 2024 

Alvord USD 
(Riverside Co) 

17,511 (TK-12) Resma Bryne 
July 1, 2024 

(resigned April 2025) 

Dixon USD 
(Solano Co) 

3,000 (TK-12) Brett Barley July 1, 2024 

El Segundo USD 
(Los Angeles Co) 

3,563 (TK-12) Jason Johnson July 1, 2024 

Rowland USD 
(Los Angeles Co) 

13,193 (TK-12) Alex Flores July 1, 2024 

Anaheim Elem SD 
(Orange Co) 

14,000 (TK-6) Jesus Chavarria July 1, 2024 

Hermosa Beach City 
(Los Angeles Co) 

1,325 (TK-8) Susan Wildes August 1, 2024 

St. Helena USD 
(Napa Co) 

1,103 (TK-12) Jodi McClay November 1, 2024 

Carlsbad USD 
(San Diego Co) 

11,000 (TK-12) Andrea Norman June 15, 2025 

South Pasadena USD 
(Los Angeles Co) 

4,800 (TK-12) Angela Baxter July 1, 2025 

Palm Springs USD 
(Riverside Co) 

20,400 (TK-12) Marcus Funchess July 1, 2025 

Riverside USD 
(Riverside Co) 

38,678 (TK-12) Sonia Llamas July 1, 2025 

Del Mar Union SD 
(San Diego Co) 

3,900 (TK-6) Marisa Janicek August 20, 2025 

 

            Notable Distinctions 
 

● ESS is the only firm that tracks and makes public hire and departure data for every 
search we do. Of our 34 superintendent placements since 2020, 94% of these newly-hired 
leaders have remained in their position at least five years or continue to serve the district. 

● Our superintendent placements encompass a wide range of backgrounds – including 
women – with 79% drawn from underrepresented talent pools. 

● We are the only California search firm that engages an outside 3rd party to conduct 
extensive background checks and social media reviews prior to interviews, which 
includes a 15 year look back on finalists’ civil, criminal, and financial history. 

         
           Comparable Experience in Similar Districts (Achievement, Demographics, Region or Size) 

 

District Enrollment # of Employees 
Huntington Beach City School District (TK-8) 5,588 600 

Del Mar Union School District (TK-6) 3,900 390 

Solana Beach School District (TK-6) 2,275 285 

Anaheim Union Elementary (TK-6) 14,000 2,000 

Central School District (TK-8) 4,219 550 
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Part V: Compensation Arrangement & Search Fees 
 Below is an overview of activities and corresponding fees for a full search. However, fees 
can be modified if the Board wishes to streamline the engagement phase or conduct a 
truncated process (i.e. consider internal candidates only) during the selection phase. 

 

Engagement Phase $8,500 
Conduct superintendent salary study 

Prepare/facilitate Board planning workshop to: review salary comps and establish 
salary parameters; identify education partners for engagement and outreach; 
discuss prospective candidates; confirm timelines and corresponding activities, etc. 

Conduct focus group sessions and individual outreach with education partners            

Facilitate up to two community forums (one in person and one virtual) to garner input 
from parents/families, employees, students, and members of the public.   

Collaborate with staff to create a superintendent search landing page on the Cypress  
website; develop timelines & FAQ’s; provide updated information throughout process 

Activation Phase $7,300 
Candidate outreach and communication 

Advertise vacancy in state and, if desired, national publications 

Prepare/distribute online survey; disaggregate/analyze results; develop Leadership 
Profile Report; Attend Board meeting to present findings 

Selection Phase $9,700 
Candidate correspondence; applicant screening; reference checks; blind appraisals; 
preparation of application materials for Board review 

Meet with Board to determine candidate slate; develop first-level interview questions  

Engage 3rd party to conduct social media review on top-tier candidates  

Engage 3rd party to conduct due diligence background vetting on all candidates 
invited to interview 

Prepare for/attend two days of candidate interviews 

Support employment contract negotiations with Board President & legal counsel 

Assist preferred finalist and trustees in scheduling a Validation Visit 

Correspond with all candidates; develop announcement schedule; work with 
Communications staff to prepare press release 

Transition Phase Included 
Facilitate transition workshop with Board & new Superintendent (August 2026) 

For two years following the Superintendent’s selection, an ESS mentor will be   
available to answer questions, serve as a thought partner, and support progress. 

 
TOTAL FEES NOT TO EXCEED:  $25,500  

 
Client Satisfaction & Guarantee 
If the newly hired superintendent vacates the position during the first two years of 
employment and a Board majority that selected the superintendent is still in place, ESS will 
recruit new candidates at no additional cost, barring background-check expenses. 
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Part VI: Team Member Bios 
 

Lead Search Adviser: Dr. Suzette Lovely suzette.lovely@essinformation.com (949) 283-7862 
 

Dr. Lovely began her public education journey as an instructional aide in the 
Inland Empire. Following her undergraduate studies at UC, Irvine, she spent 
30 years as a teacher, assistant principal, principal, director, assistant 
superintendent, deputy superintendent, and acting superintendent in Orange 
County, serving the Capistrano and Placentia Yorba Linda communities. Dr. 
Lovely rounded out her career as Superintendent in Carlsbad Unified.  
 

Dr. Lovely holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in Social Ecology from University 
of California, Irvine, a Master of Science degree in Educational Administration 
from National University, and a doctorate in Educational Leadership from 
California State University, Fullerton.   

 

As superintendent, Dr. Lovely spearheaded several efforts to engage legislators in public policy 
discussions. She also partnered with local community colleges and industry giants to expand work-
based learning programs throughout the region. As such, Dr. Lovely was among a select group of 
superintendents invited to meet with the Governor to discuss LCAP implementation, ESEA 
reauthorization, and state-wide education priorities. 
 

Dr. Lovely has been recognized for her influence in public education by former Senator Patricia 
Bates, the California PTA, the Hi-Noon Rotary, the Carlsbad Chamber of Commerce, the San Diego 
County Art Education Association, The Master Teacher Inc., and Chapman University. She is co-
founder of the Women in Education Leadership (WEL) Network and AASA’s national Aspiring 
Superintendent Academy for Female Leaders. As an author and sought-after professional 
developer, Dr. Lovely remains engaged in strategic planning work, executive coaching, and board 
governance. She has facilitated over thirty executive searches since 2017.  

 
Search Adviser:    Dr. Gary Rutherford   gary.rutherford@essinformation.com (760) 578-2096  

 

Dr. Gary Rutherford retired as superintendent of the Desert Sands Unified 
School District in 2017, culminating a 40-year career in public education. His 
16 years as Superintendent included service in the Huntington Beach City and 
Upland Unified School Districts. Gary was a highly successful general/special 
education teacher and site administrator at the elementary, middle, and high 
school levels, before moving to the central office as a curriculum specialist.  
 

Dr. Rutherford earned his Bachelor of Arts degree at Pepperdine University, a 
Master of Arts at California State University at Los Angeles, and a doctoral 
degree in Organizational Management from the University of La Verne.  
 

Since retirement, Dr. Rutherford has applied his decades of TK-12 experience serving as an 
executive search advisor, interim superintendent, leadership coach, and facilitator of governance 
training and board workshops. He also supports the work of school administrators across California 
for the Association of California School Administrators (ASCA) as an advocate on the Member 
Assistance and Legal Services Team. Recognized by ACSA as California Superintendent of the Year 
in 2012, Dr. Rutherford is steadfast in his commitment to develop the next generation of school 
leaders to serve California schools and its students.  

 

ESS Cadre Support 
ESS maintains a cadre of thirty-five consultants who work as independent contractors. Our 
consultants have connections throughout California and serve as trusted advisers to governing 
boards and school leaders across the state. During an ESS search, cadre members are utilized for 
candidate referrals, information sourcing, and additional vetting.  

mailto:suzette.lovely@essinformation.com
mailto:gary.rutherford@essinformation.com
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Part VII: Client References 
 
Below are clients who can speak to ESS’s personalized service, care and commitment doing this 
work. Each reference served as Board President during their district’s search process. Additional 
letters of endorsement can be found on pp 14-15. 
 
 

Client Reference Email Phone 

Dr. Debra Schade  
Solana Beach SD (K-6) 
Current CSBA President 

     
    dschade@sbsd.net 

 
858.794.3749 

  Paul Morrow 
  Huntington Beach City SD (K-8) 

BoardMorrow@hbcsd.us 714.317.2025 

Gee Wah Mok 
Del Mar Union SD (K-6)      gmok@dmusd.org 619.767.8327 

Ryan Ruelas  
Anaheim Elementary SD (K-6)           rruelas@aesd.org 

 
714.553.1459 

Kathy Thompson 
Central SD (K-8) 

          

Boardtrustees@csd.k12.ca.us 909.241.5754 

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:dschade@sbsd.net
mailto:BoardMorrow@hbcsd.us
mailto:gmok@dmusd.org
mailto:rruelas@aesd.org
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Letters of Endorsement 

 
 

January 1, 2026 
 

To Whom It May Concern: 
 

I am pleased to provide this letter of recommendation for Education Support Services Group 

(ESS) based on our experience working closely with their team during a recent superintendent 

search process. 
 

ESS demonstrated exceptional skill in guiding our Board through a complex and high-stakes 

process, particularly during a period of transition that included two newly elected trustees. Their 

consultants were intentional and thoughtful in helping the Board build shared understanding, 

foster trust, and ultimately reach consensus, while ensuring that every trustee’s perspective was 

respected and valued. Their ability to balance differing viewpoints and create space for 

productive, respectful dialogue was a critical factor in the success of the process. 
 

ESS went above and beyond in their engagement with the Board, including dedicating additional 

time for individual trustee interviews. This extra investment ensured trustees felt heard and 

supported, and it strengthened alignment around shared priorities, expectations, and the 

superintendent leadership profile. 
 

Equally important was ESS’s deep and authentic engagement with the broader community. They 

made a concerted effort to include voices from community members who had not always felt 

heard, creating meaningful opportunities for input and helping to rebuild trust in the process. This 

inclusive approach resulted in a leadership profile that truly reflected the values, needs, and 

aspirations of the district. 
 

As a result of ESS’s thorough and strategic work, the district benefited from a robust and highly 

qualified candidate pool that was well aligned to the Board-approved profile. Their process was 

organized, transparent, and responsive at every stage. 
 

I confidently recommend Education Support Services Group to any district or governing board 

seeking a collaborative, equity-focused, and highly effective partner in executive search and 

governance support. Please do not hesitate to contact me with any questions. I fully support ESS 

and their work, as they did an outstanding job in identifying and securing the best superintendent 

for the Carlsbad Unified School District. 

Sincerely, 
 

 
Michele Tsutagawa Ward  

President, Board of Trustees  

Carlsbad Unified School District 
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Appendix: Online Survey 
 

ESS has developed a comprehensive online survey to help the Board uncover the interests/desires of 
education partners from across the District. Prior to the survey’s distribution, the Board will have the 
opportunity to review and finalize survey questions at its search planning workshop. 
 

Introduction: The Cypress Board of Trustees is seeking input from its education partners as it 
searches for the District’s next Superintendent. This survey will help the Board assess your interests 
surrounding the experiences leadership qualities, and personal attributes you feel are important for 
the incoming Superintendent to possess.   

  
The survey is being conducted by outside search advisers who are assisting the Board in this 
important endeavor. All individual responses will remain anonymous. 
 

Section A: Participant’s Role  
Please indicate your current association with the District (drop-down menu). 

1. Administrator  
2. Certificated staff  
3. Classified staff  
4. Parent/Guardian  
5. Student 
6. Community member 
7. Other 

 

Section B: Expertise and Experience 
Below are areas of expertise that candidates for your Superintendent position may possess. From your 
perspective, how much weight should the Board place on each area based on the scale of importance? 

 

 Critically 
Important 

Mildly 
Important 

Unimportant 

Teaching and Learning    

Experience as a Site Principal    

Understanding School and Community Culture    

Negotiations/Labor Relations    

Facilities Management    

Fiscal Management    

Community Relations    

Board Governance    
 

Section C: Leadership Qualities 
This next section of the survey asks you to consider the leadership qualities of an effective Superintendent.  
While all these qualities are important, please select the five you feel are MOST IMPORTANT.  

____ Present/visible throughout the District and community 
____ Forward thinker/open to new ideas  
____ Knowledgeable about current practices surrounding teaching and learning 
____ Shows empathy toward a diverse group of education partners 
____ Is an equity-driven leader 
____ Works effectively with the Board of Trustees 
____ Develops shared understanding of District goals and priorities 
____ Remains flexible in a dynamic environment 
____ Creates an atmosphere of trust 
____ Recognizes and celebrates the contributions of others 
____ Can effectively navigate political or controversial issues 
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Section D: Personal Attributes 

From your perspective, which attributes should the Board give the most attention when assessing 
applicants?  While each attribute may be essential, select the five that are MOST ESSENTIAL to you. 

 

____ Approachable/personable 
____ Exceptional communicator 
____ Goal oriented 
____ Good listener 
____ Humble 
____ Honest and ethical 
____ Inclusive (seeks broad input in making decisions) 
____ Problem solver 
____ Resourceful 
____ Risk taker 
____ Visionary 

 
Section E: District Conditions  
As you think about the general conditions in the Cypress School District, select the response that best 
describes your agreement with each statement.  

  
 I feel… Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 
Don’t 
Know 

1. Students receive a high-quality 
education that prepares them for middle 
and high school, college, career, and 
life. 

     

2. Academic goals are aligned across the 
District. 

     

3. Adequate resources are provided to 
support student learning. 

     

4. Students feel valued and connected to  
their schools.  

     

5. Staff members feel valued and 
connected to their workplace. 

     

6. School safety is a high priority.      
7. Facilities are clean and well-kept.      
8. Communication from the District is 

clear and timely. 
     

9. The District is responsive to the diverse 
interests/needs of its families. 

     

10. The District is constantly improving.      
 
Section F: Open-Ended Question 
 
What is the single-most important thing you hope the next superintendent will accomplish in their work in the 
Cypress School District? 
 
 

(Note: Response is limited to 150 characters) 

 
 

 


