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EPISODE SUMMARY

This episode celebrated the careers of Linda Kell and Ashara Shepard-Lance, who are retiring
after decades of service in education. They shared impactful moments from their work, including
building relationships, revamping school schedules, and supporting teachers. Dr. Markita Hall
emphasized the importance of continuous improvement and reflective practice. The team
discussed the evolution of educational tools and the significance of empathy, curiosity, and
courage in leadership. They also highlighted the need for new educators to be reflective,
courageous, and empathetic. Both retirees expressed plans to continue contributing to education,
focusing on trauma-informed practices and professional development.

TRANSCRIPT

Opening & Introductions

VONETTA CLARK-TOOLES: Welcome everyone to Getting To The Core. Today we have a
very special episode. I'm here with my co-host Nekeya Irby, and we're joined by Dr. Markita



Hall, the Executive Director of Continuous Improvement at Wayne RESA, along with two
incredible members of her team—Linda Kell and Ashara Shepard-Lance.

NEKEYA IRBY: Thank you, Vonetta. I'm so excited to be here today to share the great work
that this team has been doing. We also have some other podcast members in the room with us
today who aren't hosting—Dr. Carla Postell, Dr. Terrence Scott, and Marvin Franklin are all here
to celebrate with us.

Before we dive in, I want to set the stage for our conversation. We're here today to honor Linda
and Ashara, who are both retiring after incredible careers in education. I'd love for each of you to
reflect on moments in your careers when you felt most helpful to your students, staff, or school
leaders.

Reflecting on Career Moments

LINDA KELL: You know, for me it's less about specific moments and more about the
relationships I've built over the years. There have been so many times when leaders have
approached me—sometimes years later—to tell me how important our work together was to their
careers. Those conversations remind me that the impact we have isn't always immediate. It's
about planting seeds and watching them grow over time.

ASHARA SHEPARD-LANCE: I have to say, one of my favorite periods was when I was
teaching technology at Durfee. It was just so much fun! Watching the students grow, seeing them
get excited about learning new skills—and honestly, I was growing right alongside them. Those
were really special years.

DR. MARKITA HALL: I want to share something about Linda, actually. I remember when we
were interviewing her for her position, and she made such a strong impression on the panelists.
The way she talked about her work, her approach to building relationships—it was clear from
that very first conversation that she was going to be someone special to our team.

NEKEYA IRBY: What I'm hearing from all of you is that relationships are at the heart of
everything you do. That's really powerful.

VONETTA CLARK-TOOLES: Absolutely. And those relationships have such a ripple effect
on the educators and students you've encountered over the years.

Early Days and Learning Experiences

LINDA KELL: Oh, those early days! [ remember learning so many new acronyms. Education is
full of them, and when you're working with multiple schools, you're constantly building new
relationships and learning the culture of each building.



ASHARA SHEPARD-LANCE: Yes! And it was both challenging and exciting. Every school is
different, and establishing those strong foundations with school teams was so important. You had
to really listen and understand where they were coming from.

DR. MARKITA HALL: What I've always appreciated about this team is how they've embraced
those relationships. The impact they've had on our county's educational system—it's been
tremendous. And we've all watched how the work has evolved too. We've gone from
instructional learning cycles to more integrated platforms, and now we're navigating the impact
of Al on education. It's been quite a journey.

NEKEYA IRBY: That evolution is so important to talk about. How do you adapt while staying
true to the core mission of supporting educators and students?

Impactful Projects and Professional Growth

LINDA KELL: One story that really stands out to me is when we worked with a school to
completely revamp their schedule. The goal was to better support all students, and we really had
to think about meeting students where they are—not where we think they should be. That project
required a lot of collaboration, but the impact on student learning was significant.

ASHARA SHEPARD-LANCE: I remember working with a young team of teachers—they
were so eager to learn and grow. We focused on developing their skills and building a supportive
professional learning community. Watching them come together and support each other was
incredibly rewarding.

NEKEYA IRBY: That's what it's all about, isn't it? Intentional planning and making sure every
student gets quality education.

VONETTA CLARK-TOOLES: And specialized instruction where it's needed. That's what
makes the difference.

DR. MARKITA HALL: Exactly. And when you see the growth—in both students and
teachers—you know the continuous improvement model is working. It takes collaboration and
commitment, but the results speak for themselves.

Leadership and Mentorship

LINDA KELL: I want to share a story about a female leader who participated in the New
Principal Academy. She was incredible—so open to coaching, so willing to learn. Fast forward a
few years, and she became a principal herself. That's the power of providing the right support at
the right time.



ASHARA SHEPARD-LANCE: I worked with a leader once who really struggled with
instructional leadership. But they were so open to learning and reflecting on their practice. That
vulnerability and willingness to grow—that's what makes a great leader. It's not about knowing
everything; it's about being willing to learn.

DR. MARKITA HALL: That's exactly what we need more of—leaders who are reflective,
courageous, and empathetic. Those qualities are essential, whether you're in the classroom or in
the front office.

NEKEYA IRBY: And being open to new opportunities and challenges, right?

DR. MARKITA HALL: Absolutely. That's how we continue to grow in this profession.

Future Hopes and Advice for New Educators

DR. MARKITA HALL: My hope for new educators coming into the field is that they'll be
reflective and vulnerable. Those qualities allow you to grow and improve your practice. If you
think you have all the answers, you stop learning.

LINDA KELL: I would add to that—be open to new horizons. Take on challenges that might
seem daunting at first. Those are often the experiences that teach you the most and shape you as
an educator.

ASHARA SHEPARD-LANCE: Be curious. Learn from everyone you meet. And practice
empathy—meet people where they are, not where you think they should be. That applies to
students, colleagues, everyone.

VONETTA CLARK-TOOLES: Such important advice. The educational landscape is
constantly changing, and that continuous learning is essential.

NEKEYA IRBY: Adapting to the changing needs while staying grounded in those core values
we've been talking about.

Plans for the Future

NEKEYA IRBY: So what's next for both of you? What are you looking forward to in
retirement?

LINDA KELL: Well, I'm definitely looking forward to slow mornings and hot coffee! But I'm
not disappearing completely. I'm really interested in continuing work around trauma-informed
education and building resilient schools. That work is so important, and I want to stay connected
to it.



ASHARA SHEPARD-LANCE: I'm planning to take some time to explore new opportunities. |
want to continue my work in trauma education as well. It's an area that's so critical right now,
and there's still so much to do.

DR. MARKITA HALL: I think that's what makes both of you so special—even in retirement,
you're thinking about how you can continue to contribute. That speaks volumes about your
dedication to this work.

VONETTA CLARK-TOOLES: It really does. Linda, Ashara, Dr. Hall—thank you all so much
for sharing your time with us today and for all the work you've done over the years. The impact
you've had on our educational system is immeasurable.

NEKEYA IRBY: Absolutely. We're so grateful for your contributions, and we wish you all a
wonderful 2026.

VONETTA CLARK-TOOLES: Thank you for listening to Getting To The Core. Until next
time!

ACTION ITEMS
For Linda Kell & Ashara Shepard-Lance:

o Explore trauma-informed/ACEs-related work opportunities—Research HOPE structure
and possible engagements to continue trauma-informed school support

e Develop micro-credentialing content with the Michigan Association of Educational
Opportunity (MAEQ) and plan to present or launch micro-credentials at MAEQ's spring
conference in Traverse City

e Organize recurring 'Lunch Bunch' meet-ups—Schedule informal peer check-ins to
maintain connection after retirement

KEY THEMES

Relationships Matter - Building and maintaining strong relationships is the foundation of
effective educational work

Reflective Practice - Being open to learning, growth, and self-reflection is essential for all
educators

Empathy & Meeting People Where They Are - Understanding and supporting students,
teachers, and leaders requires empathy and flexibility



Continuous Improvement - The educational landscape evolves, and professionals must adapt
while staying grounded in core values

Trauma-Informed Practices - Both retirees plan to continue work in trauma education and
building resilient schools

END OF TRANSCRIPT
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