Cultivating Adaptive Leadership
for Complex Challenges

Case Study: The School Takeover Showdown
Scenario: Dr. Jordan Mitchell vs. The State Takeover

Dr. Jordan Mitchell, the superintendent of Grandview Public Schools, is facing a crisis that will
define their leadership. Grandview, a majority-Black urban school district, has struggled with
historic underfunding, declining enrollment, and state intervention threats for years. But now, the
state Department of Education has announced plans for an immediate takeover, citing low test
scores and financial mismanagement.

The state-appointed education commissioner, backed by political allies, wants to replace the
elected school board, strip local control, and bring in a private charter network to “turn the
district around.” Some community members are in uproar, viewing the move as a racist and
politically motivated power grab that ignores systemic disinvestment and the realities of
educating high-poverty communities. Others—including some business leaders and frustrated
parents—support the takeover, believing new leadership is the only way to fix failing schools.

The divide in the community is 50/50.

Dr. Mitchell is at a crossroads. The governor is demanding their resignation. The teachers’ union
is threatening a strike. Parents are divided. The media is circling. And a tense emergency school
board meeting is happening tonight.

Leadership Challenge: What Should Dr. Mitchell Do?

1. Fight the takeover publicly by rallying community support, calling for legal action, and
refusing to step down.

2. Negotiate behind closed doors to secure better terms, potentially allowing some state
involvement but keeping local voices at the table.

3. Step down and let the takeover happen, knowing they might be removed
anyway—but ensuring they don’t become the public scapegoat

Each choice comes with massive consequences for the district, students, and Dr. Mitchell’s
career.
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e If you were Dr.
Mitchell walking into
tonight’s school board
meeting, what
emotions might arise?

e What strategies would
help de-escalate
tensions while
keeping control of the
narrative?

e How should Dr.
Mitchell handle direct
personal attacks
from parents, board
members, or the
media?

e What questions
should Dr. Mitchell be
asking before making
a decision?

e How can they engage
supporters and
opponents without
shutting down
conversation?

e \What perspectives
might be missing
from the debate?

e What are the hidden
forces driving this
takeover?

e How could different
responses create
ripple effects for
policy, community
trust, and public
education in the
state?

e |f Dr. Mitchell fights
back, what’s the long
game?

High-pressure media
question:

“Dr. Mitchell, critics say your
leadership has failed
students. Why shouldn t the
state take over?”

Take 30 seconds to craft a
composed, strategic
response and then share in
your group.

To better understand each
stakeholder’s motivations,
brainstorm open-ended
questions that Dr. Mitchell
should ask the

e State Officials
o Teachers

e Community Members

Map the potential outcomes
of each choice:

e [f Dr. Mitchell resists
the takeover, what
happens?

e [f they compromise,
what are the risks and
gains?

e I[f they step down,
how does that shape
future education
policy?
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