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I have a confession. I waited a week to write this Leadership Lens. Usually, I write while a thought is fresh, but this time I needed the moment
to settle. I needed to think beyond what happened and consider what it might have been trying to teach me. Some experiences deserve a
little distance before we give them words.

My mind kept returning to the beginning of our last Board meeting. I was sitting in my seat waiting for the Board to return from Executive
Session. Before I say anything else about that evening, I want to thank our Board of Education as a body. Nine individuals bring different
communities, experiences, convictions, and perspectives to the table, yet they are called to govern as one body. That is no small responsibility.
Unity is easy when everyone agrees. Its real measure comes when people do not, yet remain committed to the work they share.

I am equally grateful for our community and every stakeholder who continues to show up for children. I thank our employees who carry the
work each day, our parents and families who entrust us with what is most precious to them, our students who give purpose to every decision,
and our faith, business, civic, higher education, municipal, and community partners who understand that the future of Clayton County is
inseparable from the future of its schools. I am also grateful for those who question us, challenge us, and see matters differently. Community
is not built only among people who agree. Sometimes its greatest strength is revealed when people with different perspectives decide that
what they share is more important than what separates them. Every stakeholder may occupy a different circle, but every circle touches the
future of a child.

As I waited, I looked into the audience and saw something larger than a meeting. I saw our community. Parents, employees, citizens,
supporters, critics, people with questions, and people with strong opinions were all in the same room. I am certain we did not all agree. Yet
beneath our differences was something worth noticing: people cared enough about their school district and its children to show up.

So I stood and began shaking hands. I did not ask anyone where they stood before I extended mine. I did not need to know who supported
me, who questioned me, or who disagreed with me. A handshake would not erase those differences, nor should it. I simply wanted to
acknowledge another person. Looking back, I think I was instinctively trying to draw a circle where it would have been easy to draw
another line.

Then I noticed a deaf parent and child and the interpreter who was there so they could participate fully. That image stayed with me. Without
an interpreter, they could have occupied seats in the room while still standing outside the conversation. There would have been an invisible
line between their presence and their participation. Instead, someone anticipated a need and widened the circle. Sometimes inclusion is that
simple and that profound: noticing where a line exists and refusing to leave it there.

There were other lines in the room. I could hear them in different perspectives and feel them in the tension that sometimes accompanies
public disagreement. Later, when our police officers were called, I was reminded that not every line should be erased. Some lines protect the
circle itself. Safety is a line. Civility is a line. Respect is a line. Human dignity is a line. We can disagree vigorously without crossing the
boundaries that allow a community to remain a community.

After shaking hands, I returned to my seat and began thinking about the lines and circles of my own life. Some circles welcomed me. Some
did not. Some lines protected me. Others represented circumstances I had to cross. My journey has taken me from modest beginnings and
work on the back of a sanitation truck to the classroom, school leadership, district administration, and ultimately this chair. I have learned that
opportunity can sometimes turn on whether someone draws a line in front of you or makes enough room in the circle for you to enter.

I looked into the audience again and felt grateful. My faith teaches me that community is part of God's plan for us. We were not created to
exist as isolated points on a page. We were created for relationship, responsibility, service, and the difficult work of living alongside people
who will not always see the world as we do. Standing together does not require us to stand in the same place on every issue. Perhaps that
is where coherence becomes more than an organizational concept and becomes a human responsibility.
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Some of the first things children learn to draw are lines and circles. It is simple geometry, but there may be a lesson there for adults. A line can
give direction, connect two points, and establish a boundary. It can also divide. A circle gathers and creates belonging, but every circle also
creates an inside and an outside. The question, then, is not whether we will have lines and circles. We will. The more important questions are
what our lines protect, whom our circles include, and what we place at their center.

Our lives and institutions are filled with circles within circles. The Board is a circle. The administration is a circle. A school is a circle. A
classroom is a circle. Families, departments, friendships, churches, businesses, neighborhoods, universities, and community organizations all
form circles. Within them are smaller circles of relationships, conversations, loyalties, and influence. There is nothing inherently wrong with
that. The danger comes when the smaller circle becomes more important than the larger purpose. A circle of friends can become a clique. A
circle of influence can become a gate. A circle of people who agree can become so comfortable that no one hears anything beyond its edge.

Perhaps organizational incoherence is sometimes nothing more complicated than circles that have lost their common center. Think about
concentric circles. They can be different sizes and perform different functions while remaining aligned because they share the same center.
That is the kind of coherence we need. The Board does not have to become the administration. Finance does not have to become Teaching
and Learning. Parents do not have to become teachers. Businesses do not have to become schools. Our roles should remain distinct, but our
center cannot be.

The child must remain at the center. When Transportation gets a child to school safely, it reaches the center. When Finance protects public
resources, it reaches the center. When Human Resources places an excellent teacher in a classroom, it reaches the center. When a parent
makes attendance and learning a priority, it reaches the center. When a business creates an internship, a university opens a pathway, or an
interpreter allows a deaf parent and child to participate fully, each circle is doing different work around the same center. That is coherence.

This is also what I mean when I say everything must change. I do not mean everything we have done is wrong, nor do I mean every person,
program, tradition, or practice must be replaced. I mean something more personal and much harder: everyone must be willing to change
something, including me. Our hearts may need to soften. Our minds may need to open. Our dedication may need to deepen. Our habits may
need to change. Most importantly, our actions must eventually match what we say we believe.

We cannot ask a school system to change while each of us quietly decides that change belongs to somebody else. A new plan cannot fix an
old mindset. A new organizational chart cannot repair a hardened heart. A new initiative cannot overcome old habits we refuse to surrender.
Systems change when the people inside them are willing to change. That includes the Superintendent, Board, employees, parents, students,
businesses, churches, municipalities, universities, community organizations, and citizens. No stakeholder gets to stand outside the circle,
point toward everyone else, and call them the district. The district is us.

Perhaps the harder question, then, is not, “What needs to change?” It is, “What needs to change in me?” Before I ask another person to
listen differently, am I listening? Before I demand accountability, am I accountable? Before I criticize another circle, have I examined my own?
Before I complain about division, have I drawn a line that contributes to it? Coherence asks something of everybody.

There will still be lines we must hold. We need lines around ethics, safety, fiscal responsibility, professional conduct, governance, truth, and
human dignity. Unity does not mean lowering standards or avoiding accountability. Some lines are important precisely because they protect
the larger circle. The wisdom is knowing the difference between a line that protects principle and a line that merely protects preference.

After a week of thinking about that room, I keep returning to the same image: a community gathered together, imperfectly but together.
Different perspectives. Different stories. Circles within circles. Lines between some of us. Yet beneath all of it remains the possibility of
choosing a common center.
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Some lines need to be held. Some need to be crossed. Some need to become bridges. Some circles need to widen. Some may need to be
opened from the inside. And all of us need enough humility to consider whether something in our own heart, mind, dedication, or actions
needs to change. When disagreement gets loud, when resources are not allocated, when relationships become strained, when sides begin to
form, and especially when we become certain that everyone else is the problem, perhaps we should do one simple thing: check the center.

If children are still there, I believe we can find our way toward one another. If they are not, we need the courage to redraw the picture. The
children eat first because they belong at the center. Adults go first because change begins with us. And Building a Better Tomorrow, Today
may depend upon something we first learned with a pencil in our hands: knowing when to hold the line, when to widen the circle, and having
the wisdom never to lose sight of the center.

Douglas Hendrix Sr., Ed.D.
Superintendent/CEO of Schools
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