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I have been thinking lately about the distance between where a person begins and where life eventually places them. Sometimes, when
people see you in the seat you occupy today, they assume you have always understood the road. They see the title but not the turns. They
see the salary but not the struggle. They see the decisions but not the experiences that taught you why those decisions matter.

Long before I became a superintendent, I was a young man trying to figure out how to make a living.

Public education was not my first choice. Teaching was not some childhood dream I had carefully carried into adulthood. Like many young
people, I was making that awkward transition from careless to careful, from wants to needs, from being dependent on others to realizing that
responsibility had my name on it. Somewhere in that transition, choices begin to feel less like a menu and more like a road. And destiny has a
way of having its way.

I began teaching in Griffin-Spalding. It was my first real job. I had been to college, worked on my certification, and I just knew that first
professional salary was going to change my life.

It did.

It made me mad.

Twenty-three thousand dollars a year.

I remember looking at that number and thinking, I did all of this to be right here? I came from poverty. I knew what struggling looked like
because I had already lived close enough to it to recognize its face. I had imagined that education would create some immediate distance
between my beginnings and my future. I pictured a car, clothes, a home one day, a little traveling, maybe some savings. I wanted to date
without doing mathematics before dinner.

Instead, I needed a roommate.

There were student loans. A car note. Insurance. Rent. After I paid my share of everything, I sometimes felt about four hundred dollars
removed from the circumstances I had worked so hard to escape. God forbid my roommate decided he wanted to make a different life
decision. I might have been living in my car.

And then there was the work.

Teaching was nobody's cakewalk. Lesson plans did not write themselves. Papers did not grade themselves. Children arrived with different
needs, personalities, abilities, circumstances, and stories. Content knowledge mattered. Pedagogy mattered. Classroom management
mattered. Relationships mattered. Somehow, as a young teacher, it seemed people expected me to know things no one had actually taught
me how to do. Maybe others knew. I did not. I found parts of that experience unnecessarily hard and, frankly, disrespectful to the complexity
of the profession.

Still, I was successful. Within my first few years, I had accumulated the things that suggested a bright future in education: Teacher of the Year
recognition, a Sallie Mae award, Georgia Middle School Team of the Year. One day I looked up and my face was on the cover of the district
calendar.

The strange thing about success is that sometimes the picture everyone else sees and the life you are actually living do not match.

My face was on the calendar, and I felt like a failure.
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I came from an economically challenged family, and I wanted to be able to help. Some months, I needed help myself. I eventually came to
Clayton County hoping metro Atlanta would bring better pay. It did, but not enough to fundamentally change the equation. So every year I
found another way to add a little more: department chair, tutoring, another degree, another responsibility, a second job.

I coached basketball. After practice, I would put players in my car and take them home, sometimes watching the gas needle while pretending
I was not watching the gas needle. I remember digging through the cushions of my sofa looking for change so I could put gas in the car the
next morning.

I remember my friend Dino knocking on the door of my apartment at Poplar Springs Flats wanting me to go out. Sometimes I would not
answer. It was easier to pretend I was not home than to explain that I could not afford to go anywhere.

Those moments do something to you.

When you are inside them, you cannot see how they end. Friends of mine were in computer science and sales making two and three times
what I made. They respected my work. They would tell me about the value of teaching and all of its intangible rewards. I appreciated that.

But I wanted to travel and eat steak, too.

And, if I am telling the truth, I complained. Probably more than I would like to admit today. I was working hard for what felt like scraps,
carrying enormous responsibility, and trying to understand how something society claimed to value so much could sometimes feel so
undervalued.

Years later, I see those days differently.

I eventually moved into leadership. Nobody was getting wealthy there either. The paycheck got better, but so did the weight. What I never
understood was the idea that the people who remained in education should somehow resent one another for advancing within it. Sam King,
Morris Blasingame, Susan Patrick, and Valya Lee were people I looked toward. Their ascension did not offend me; it showed me what might
be possible. We cannot spend one breath worrying about retaining talented people in public education and the next resenting them because
years of service, education, responsibility, and sacrifice eventually move them to another level of underpayment.

I tell this story because I want people to understand something about the decisions I have made as Superintendent. They did not begin when
I received the title. They began in classrooms, apartments, empty gas tanks, late practices, stacks of papers, second jobs, and years of
watching this profession from nearly every floor of the building.

When we decided to provide lesson plans and stronger instructional resources for teachers, it was not because I wanted to take creativity
away from them. I remember being the teacher trying to figure everything out. Imagine 3,500 educators independently building instructional
plans with different levels of experience, content knowledge, preparation, and pedagogical expertise. Inevitably, some children will soar while
others never get off the ground. Creativity belongs in teaching. Guesswork should not. A common instructional foundation gives teachers
something strong from which to teach, adapt, respond, and create. It gives children a more consistent promise from classroom to classroom.

That is coherence.

When I asked elementary schools to place certified teachers in our earliest grades, it was because beginnings matter. The foundation of a
house is not the place to send the least experienced builder simply because the house is small. Early literacy, early numeracy, language
development, and executive functioning become the ground upon which so much else is built. If we want stronger finishes, we must become
more serious about beginnings.
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When vehicles were pulled back, it was not punishment. There can be no aristocracy in public service. Public resources cannot quietly
become private conveniences because something has been done a certain way for a long time.

When non-exempt employees were required to accurately sign in and out, it was not an accusation. It is the law, and it protects both
employees and the institution. Without accurate records, children's educational resources can be lost to operational preference. Stewardship
is rarely glamorous. Sometimes stewardship looks like a timesheet.

When I ask people to arrive at work on time, I struggle to find a metaphor sophisticated enough to make that requirement sound profound.

Be on time.

Children are already there.

I changed the organizational structure because organizational charts should not be scrapbooks of friendships, preferences, history, and
accommodation. Structure should help work move. It should clarify responsibility, reduce duplication, strengthen communication, and place
resources closer to purpose. An organization can be full of wonderful people and still be poorly organized. Correcting the structure is not an
indictment of the people. It is a responsibility to the mission.

I wrote a 90-Day Plan because movement without direction is just wandering. A lot of activity can create the appearance of progress. Tires
spinning in mud make plenty of noise. They can throw dirt everywhere. They can even make the driver feel busy.

The car is still in the same place.

I wanted our work to become more impact than optic.

That distinction matters to me. Optics asks how something looks. Impact asks what changed. Optics counts the meeting. Impact asks what
the meeting solved. Optics celebrates the initiative. Impact asks whether a child can read. Optics announces the partnership. Impact asks
whether it created a pathway. Optics can make adults feel successful while children remain exactly where we found them.

I restricted travel because I could not reconcile adults globe-trotting on educational dollars while children were sitting in classrooms where
HVAC needs demanded our daily attention. That does not mean professional learning has no value. It means priorities have an order. We
also carry financial obligations from an earlier season of building, and those bills do not disappear because the next conference has a good
agenda.

The children eat first.

That sentence has been misunderstood by some because it sounds simple. It is simple.

It is also expensive.

Children eating first means there will be moments when adults do not get what they want. It means convenience may lose to compliance.
Preference may lose to efficiency. Travel may lose to air conditioning. Relationships may lose to accountability. Tradition may lose to evidence.
A familiar organizational arrangement may lose to a better one. It means we cannot protect something merely because we like it, created it,
benefit from it, or know the person attached to it.
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I have addressed wrongdoing because the alternative is to knowingly tolerate it. There is no version of responsible leadership where
misconduct becomes acceptable because of who knows whom. Accountability that changes according to relationships is not accountability.
It is favoritism wearing a necktie.

And through all of this, I have thought often about that young teacher making $23,000.

I remember his frustration differently now. I understand why he complained. I also understand what he could not yet see. The hard years
were teaching him things no textbook could. They were teaching him the dignity of teachers' work. They were teaching him what it means to
need a little more money and not have it. They were teaching him that policy lands differently when you are the person living underneath it.
They were teaching him why efficiency matters, why compensation matters, why support matters, why good leadership matters, and why
wasting resources is not an abstract financial problem.

A dollar wasted somewhere in a system is a dollar unavailable somewhere else.

And somewhere else there is still a teacher watching the gas needle.

That is why I want a better environment for our employees. I want better compensation for them. I want talented people to enter this
profession and not spend their early careers wondering whether choosing children meant choosing struggle. I want great teachers to stay. I
want them supported with excellent materials, meaningful leadership, reasonable systems, and opportunities to grow. But wanting those
things requires more than saying we value employees. We have to run the institution well enough to afford the things we say we value.

Fiscal discipline and employee investment are not enemies. One makes the other possible.

So, after months of decisions, changes, questions, criticism, encouragement, misunderstandings, and progress, I suppose there is a charge to
which I should simply plead guilty.

Guilty.

I am guilty of believing Clayton County's children deserve a better school district.

Guilty of believing our employees deserve a better place to work.

Guilty of believing great teaching should not depend upon luck.

Guilty of believing public money should be guarded because every dollar belongs to a public purpose.

Guilty of believing relationships should never become exemptions from responsibility.

Guilty of believing that 48,000 plus children cannot be educated by preference, personality, or improvisation.

And guilty of believing that after everything this community has survived, good enough is still not good enough.

I did not enter public education because it was my first choice. Looking back, I am grateful that destiny was less interested in my preferences
than I was.

The young man who once stared at a $23,000 salary and wondered whether he had made the worst decision of his life could never have
imagined where the road would lead. But I know something today that he did not know then.
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He was not failing.

He was being formed.

And maybe that is what this season is asking of our school district as well.

Not to look successful.

Not merely to sound successful.

To become better.

More impact than optic.

For our employees. For this community. And, first and always, for our children.

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