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Empathy Interview Take-aways 
 
To the Marion Black Knight Community, 
 

As I’ve previously shared, during the 2018-19 school year I completed 100 empathy interviews in 100 days 

with faculty, staff, students, parents, and community members without students in the district.  The objective of 

this listening activity was to view the district through the eyes of these various stakeholders, and get a firsthand 

account of where they think things are going well and where they think there is room for improvement. From 

these recorded interviews, I collected an incredible amount of feedback on a wide range of topics.  To limit the 

possibility of my own bias, I then had my administrative assistant also listen to the recordings, and identify key 

points and common themes across the different stakeholders and question topics. 

 

In the end, stakeholder perceptions and experiences differed from group to group and topic to topic.  What I 

present here are the themes and key points that were the most predominant across the different stakeholder 

groups.  Before sharing this information, I would like to personally thank every interviewee for giving me their 

time and honesty.  Every interviewee was asked why they volunteered.  What was apparent from these 

responses was a sense of being civic-minded, wanting their voice to be heard, and a tremendous amount of 

pride in the Marion community.  As one parent put it, “If you want change, be part of the change”. 

 

In general terms, the vast majority of the interviewees presented a positive experience with the district.  Most 

described the faculty, staff and administration as friendly, dedicated, supportive and accessible.  Furthermore, 

they were supportive of our efforts to “personalize” each student’s learning experience, increasing use of 

technology resources, and other innovative initiatives.  The buildings and grounds were generally described as 

well-maintained and “homey”.  Given our size, the majority felt the district offered a decent number of extra-

curricular and instructional programs.  The overwhelming majority felt physically safe within the district 

buildings and grounds.  School spirit, particularly as it relates to both the soccer and music programs, was 

seen as high.  Most thought they were getting a good value on their taxpayer dollars. 

 

As already stated, not all stakeholders presented this same positive experience.  Additionally, all stakeholders 

were asked how we could make already positive experiences, “even better”.  It is these two types of feedback 

that inform our strategic planning, so we can continuously improve and come closer to connecting with ALL 

stakeholders of the Marion learning community. 

 

What follows is a categorized summary of potential improvement areas identified during this interview process.  

The next step is for me to work with our board of education, administrative team, and teacher leadership to 

prioritize these potential improvement areas.  Once prioritized, we will develop specific goals and action plans 

to meet these challenges. 
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1 Personalized Learning 

a) Opportunities and strategies to challenge those advanced students who are performing above mastery 

b) Purposeful and targeted instruction based upon a systematic and ongoing collection of student 

performance data 

c) Ag-Tech/Hands-on instructional opportunities for students more focused on “career ready” than 

traditional academic pathways 

d) A better balance of technology dependent versus teacher directed instruction  

e) Raise aspirations of students, parents and staff to expect more than just “passing” 

2 Buildings and Grounds 

a) More displays of student work, school colors and inspirational messages 

b) Buildings are dated and in need of some “refreshing” 

c) Consideration of expanding Ag-Tech/Hands-on infrastructure in future capital project 

d) Safe entryway/elementary playground and improved accessibility at MES 

3 School Culture and Climate 

a) Engage all stakeholders to establish a more comprehensive response to bullying concerns 

b) Implement strategies to become a more culturally responsive and inclusive community 

c) Identify strategies to better respond to vaping concerns 

d) Identify strategies to strengthen relationships 

i) District and Town 

ii) Student to Student 

iii) Staff and Students (particularly at Jr-Sr High) 

iv) Superintendent and Faculty/Staff 

e) Listen to the students (Voice) 

f) Find new opportunities to engage the disengaged  

g) Strengthen school spirit outside of soccer/music 

4 Communication 

a) Better communicate changing expectations and instructional options during the transition from MES to 

the Jr-Sr High 

b) Celebrating the positive 

c) Teacher-parent communications, particularly as it relates to ongoing student progress 

d) District/Board updates to the larger Marion community 

 

In closing, I want to thank the entire Marion learning community for the privilege of serving as your 

superintendent.  I don’t always get it right, but I am always looking to get better. 

 

Respectfully, 

Don Bavis 

Superintendent of Schools, Marion CSD 


