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The superintendency has always been a difficult 
job. But today, it’s a crucible.

Why Bold Leadership 
Matters Now

• �The average superintendent tenure nationally is around six years 
— and in large urban districts, it’s closer to three.

• �According to the Council of the Great City Schools, three-quarters 
of current superintendents are in their first role.

• �Harvard researchers describe the superintendency as “a lightning 
rod — politically fraught, emotionally taxing, and, in many cases, 
unsustainable”.

You can’t lead well if you don’t last. And 
you can’t last if you don’t learn how to 
manage people, politics, and yourself.”

— �Dr. Michael Hinojosa 
TNT Founder & CEO, former Dallas ISD superintendent 
and National Superintendent of the Year

Turnover has consequences. Every new leader means new initiatives, 
new strategies, and disruption for students and staff. 

Yet, for leaders with courage, clarity, and the right support, this role 
remains one of the most impactful in American life. Strong school 
leadership changes trajectories — not only for districts, but for entire 
communities.

That’s why former Dallas ISD Superintendent Dr. Michael Hinojosa and 
his colleagues founded the Together Network for Transformation 
(TNT): a team of veteran superintendents, educators and school 
governance leaders who walk the talk in efforts to deliver measurable 
results in some of the nation’s most complex systems.

This short guide was created to distill that experience into five actionable 
steps — strategies you can apply right now to lead boldly, navigate high-
stakes challenges, and focus on what truly matters.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N



Build & Retain Top Talent

What to Do 
• �Identify your district’s most respected and  

high-performing people.

• �Develop them through deliberate coaching, mentoring, 
and stretch assignments.

• �Create systems that reward not only results but also 
culture-building behaviors.
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Why It Matters 
Great leaders understand that people are the strategy. As Dr. Hinojosa reminds us, “First-class leaders hire first-class 
people. Second-class leaders hire third-class people.” 

The long-term health of a district depends less on any single superintendent’s brilliance and more on the collective 
capacity of its leadership pipeline. A superintendent’s most powerful lever isn’t policy — it’s people.

In practice, that means moving from a transactional approach to hiring toward a deliberate system for spotting, growing, 
and elevating talent. When he was superintendent, Dr. Hinojosa began every interview by asking two simple questions: 

1. Who are the most respected people in your system and…

2. Why? 

The answers to these questions quickly reveal both the informal leaders who carry cultural 
influence in your system and the high-performers responsible for driving meaningful 
outcomes. Leaders who build trust, drive student success, and nurture positive culture 
are the ones to retain and promote.

Former Orange County Public Schools Superintendent and  
TNT Principal Advisor Dr. Barbara Jenkins adds: 

That growth can happen through structured leadership academies, targeted 
coaching, or simply modeling the behaviors you want replicated. The goal isn’t 
just to fill vacancies — it’s to create a bench of future-ready leaders who will 
sustain the district’s vision beyond your tenure.

It’s not enough to be a good educator. If you’re 
not actively building a culture that grows other 
leaders, your district will plateau.”

— �Dr. Barabara Jenkins 
Former Orange County Public Schools Superintendent  
& TNT Principal Advisor
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Don’t Just Plan,  
Think Strategically
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Why It Matters 
Strategic leadership is more than compliance-driven planning. Too many districts produce multi-year strategic plans 
that quickly gather dust. Circumstances shift — budgets tighten, boards change, crises emerge. Without a nimble 
system for adaptation, even the best-laid plans collapse. TNT’s approach emphasizes shorter horizons: “Think in 
18-month cycles, but every 90 days you should pierce the next 90,” explains Hinojosa. This creates urgency 
without rigidity, and ensures leaders can pivot without losing momentum.

Former Dallas ISD Principal, Board Coach and TNT Principal Advisor Ben Mackey  
frames it this way: 

This means that from the boardroom to the classroom, priorities must cascade clearly. If teachers and principals can’t articulate the 
district’s top three priorities, then the plan isn’t being communicated — it’s being buried.

Strategic clarity also protects against initiative fatigue. Leaders often inherit fragmented programs from predecessors, each with 
champions and detractors. Bold leadership requires pruning — ending or consolidating initiatives that don’t serve the vision. From the 
boardroom to the classroom and everything in between, systems must move in the same direction toward the goal.

You build systems that outlast individuals by 
creating clarity on what success looks like, 
then aligning everything else to that vision.”
— �Ben Mackey 

Former Dallas ISD principal, board coach & TNT Principal Advisor

What to Do 
• �Work in 18-month cycles, with 90-day checkpoints 

to pierce the horizon.

• �Prioritize the two or three goals that matter most, 
and align everything else around them.

• �Avoid “binder plans” that sit on shelves; focus on 
action and adaptability.
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Navigate Politics  
with Courage & Skill
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What to Do 
• �Understand the “triangle of success”:  

Board – Staff – Community.

• �Recognize that every district has politics — and that’s not 
inherently bad. Politics is simply about power and relationships.

• �Learn to manage conflict without letting it consume  
your agenda.

Why It Matters 
Politics in education is unavoidable. Districts deal with communities’ two most prized possessions: their money and 
their children. Every decision will have critics, and every superintendent will face scrutiny. Leaders who ignore politics 
risk being blindsided; leaders who obsess over it risk paralysis. The challenge is to navigate it with courage and skill.

Dr. Hinojosa describes politics not as a dirty word, but as a reality: “Every organization has politics and power,” he 
explains as part of his short RocketPD course on Transformational School Leadership. “If you know how to work 
them, they will benefit you and your school district”. Superintendents must map both the 
formal power structures (boards, unions, budgets) and the informal networks (parent 
leaders, community influencers,  
respected principals).

Courageous leaders don’t pretend politics doesn’t exist. They build alliances, communicate transparently, and keep the focus 
on student outcomes rather than adult conflicts.

Leadership can feel lonely, but it doesn’t 
have to be. Build a trusted network of 
mentors and peers — your ‘kitchen cabinet’ 
— who will challenge and  
support you.”
— �Dr. Scott Muri 

Former Ector County ISD Superintendent & TNT Principal Advisor



Together Network for Transformation    6

A 5-Step Guide to Navigating High-Stakes Challenges in K-12 Schools

What to Do 
• �Look beyond personalities and examine processes.

• �Tackle complexity by “rewiring” systems — aligning 
structures, incentives, and workflows to student 
outcomes.

• �Stay close to the ground: the people closest to 
problems often hold the best solutions.
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Why It Matters 
Many leaders inherit systems full of inefficiencies, silos, and outdated structures. It’s tempting to make cosmetic fixes 
— a new initiative here, a new dashboard there — but real change requires rewiring the system itself. Former Comal ISD 
Superintendent  and TNT Principal Advisor Andrew Kim likens it to looking behind a messy tangle of cords: “I think I 
can rewire this, make it more simple”. Leadership means uncovering those patterns of dysfunction and re-engineering 
them for coherence.

In practice, rewiring may look like redesigning resource allocation formulas so funding follows student need, not 
historical precedent. It might involve rethinking evaluation systems so they emphasize growth 
and collaboration over compliance. It could mean restructuring central office roles to 
better serve schools, rather than schools serving central office.

As Kim stresses, solutions often emerge from those closest to the work.

Leaders who spend time in classrooms, cafeterias, and community meetings gain insights that data alone can’t provide. 
Bold leaders don’t just tweak systems — they rewire them to unlock capacity, equity, and trust.

Rewire Systems,  
Don’t Just Tinker

Those who are closest to the problem 
always tend to have more solutions than 
people who are further away.”
— �Andrew Kim 

Former Comal ISD Superintendent & TNT Principal Advisor
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What to Do 
• �Remember your personal “why.” For Hinojosa, it’s 

breaking cycles of poverty; for Jenkins, it’s democracy 
itself.

• �Show up as both strategist and servant leader.

• �Keep the focus on students, even when the politics 
or pressures escalate.
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Why It Matters 
Leadership at the highest level is deeply personal. Dr. Hinojosa’s story — from immigrant roots in Dallas to superintendent 
of one of the nation’s largest districts — reflects why public education matters: “One generation removed, a strong public 
education broke the cycle of poverty for my family,” says Hinojosa. Jenkins echoes this moral imperative: “Public education 
is the linchpin of our democracy,” she says. “It’s the only means by which some children will have a brighter future than their 
parents.”

This sense of purpose sustains leaders when challenges mount. Superintendents face relentless criticism, declining resources, 
and political volatility. Without anchoring in a deeper “why,” burnout is inevitable. With it, resilience becomes possible.

TNT’s Ben Mackey captures the mindset:

That humility — paired with bold decision-making — defines effective leaders. 

Lead with Purpose  
& Humanity

Servant leadership is about listening to 
understand. These systems are far greater 
than one person.”
— �Ben Mackey 

Former Dallas ISD principal, board coach & TNT Principal Advisor

Bold leadership doesn’t mean being the loudest voice in 
the room; it means being the most authentic, persistent, 
and student-centered.



Change What Matters When you:

• Build and retain top talent 
• Lead strategically 
• Navigate politics 
• Rewire systems 
• Lead with purpose

… you’re not just surviving the 
superintendency. You’re transforming 
schools, communities, and lives.

The challenges facing K–12 leaders are daunting. 
But as the team at TNT and Dr. Hinojosa reminds us: 
“The only way to control the future is to create it.”

You don’t have to do this work alone. TNT was 
founded by school leaders, for schools — providing 
the guidance, coaching, and practical support of 
people who have been there.

Keep Learning & Growing
R E A D  
Superintendent-Wise: A Field Guide by Dr. Michael Hinojosa
In Superintendent-Wise, Dr. Hinojosa distills decades of experience in high-stakes district 
leadership into a candid, actionable field guide — drawing from his tenures at Dallas ISD 
and Cobb County and offering tools for board collaboration, community engagement, 
and turnaround success. Packed with “Big Idea” lists, “Reflect and Act” exercises, and 
“Pro Tips,” it’s both a strategic companion to the course and a stand-alone resource for 
superintendents under pressure.  Read the book

E N R O L L  
Transformational School Leadership with Dr. Hinojosa — 
RocketPD
Take a deeper dive into Dr. Hinojosa’s frameworks for leading through complexity 
with this on-demand video course. In just five short lessons, you’ll gain practical tools, 
a downloadable workbook, and a certificate of completion to put transformational 
leadership strategies into practice immediately.  Enroll in the course

W AT C H  
Leadership Lessons with Dr. Michael Hinojosa
Hear Dr. Hinojosa reflect on his career as a nationally recognized superintendent and 
the lessons he’s learned about leading boldly in high-stakes environments. This candid 
conversation offers both inspiration and actionable insights for current and aspiring school 
system leaders.  Watch the interview
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Change What Matters — Together. 
Book a Free Leadership Consultation with Dr. Hinojosa & TNT

Book your free consult

Explore TNT’s consulting services and meet the team of veteran 
superintendents who have successfully led some of the nation’s largest 
and most complex school systems. TNT partners with districts to address 
urgent challenges, strengthen governance, and build the leadership 
capacity needed for sustainable transformation.

https://tntnow.net/
https://www.corwin.com/books/superintendent-wise-285525
https://rocketpd.com/launchpad/transformational-school-leadership-with-dr-michael-hinojosa/?
https://youtu.be/fK2y-vobtAs?feature=shared
https://www.corwin.com/books/superintendent-wise-285525
https://rocketpd.com/launchpad/transformational-school-leadership-with-dr-michael-hinojosa/?
https://youtu.be/fK2y-vobtAs?feature=shared
https://tntnow.net/
https://tntnow.net/


The Together Network for Transformation 
brings decades of real-world superintendent 
experience to help districts:

Lead Boldly.  
Change What Matters.

• Address high-stakes challenges
• Build lasting leadership systems
• Navigate politics and governance with skill
• Drive sustainable student success

tntnow.net | hello@tntnow.net

Visit www.tntnow.net to learn more and book a free 
leadership consultation with Dr. Hinojosa and the TNT team.

https://tntnow.net/
https://tntnow.net/
mailto:hello%40tntnow.net?subject=More%20info%20about%20TNT
https://tntnow.net/

