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6058 Blake Ridge Road        Edina, MN 

 
 

KENILWORTH SCHOOL DISTRICT 38 
Administrative Hiring Final Report 

 
May 15, 2020 
 
 
Dear Board of Education Members: 

 
We are delighted to present the final report for our work in Kenilworth 

District 38.  You received a Final Report for the Superintendent Search last 
December that included information about the Superintendent search process 
and the stages of interviews that would take place that month and in January.  
We are pleased to report that all administrative positions are filled for the 
2020-21 school year.   
 

When we were first hired in summer 2019, our goal was to assist the 
District in hiring an interim and then a permanent principal. That work grew 
into filling three interim positions with five people, and subsequently included 
an Administrative Structure Study and hiring for five permanent 
administrative positions.   

 
We have thoroughly enjoyed working with you on the reorganization 

of the Administrative structure, the establishment of an interim team for the 
2019-20 year, and hiring a new Administrative team for 2020-21.  Board 
members Suzanne Nelson and Evan Lukasik have provided invaluable support 
and assistance throughout the entire year in their roles as Personnel 
Committee Chair and Board President.  Lisa Leali was extremely helpful as 
well, providing assistance with every aspect of our work.  We also wish to 
thank Julie Campanero, Susan White, Laura Wise, and Deb Keegan for their 
cheerful willingness to make all the arrangements necessary for a complex 
community involvement process, interview sessions, and new administrator 
induction over the past year.   

 
Respectfully submitted,  

 
Linda and Gary 
 
Linda Yonke and Gary Zabilka 
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CANDIDATE FACTS 
 

 
Applicants for each Administrative position   

 
Superintendent 29 
Principal 19 
Assistant Principal 19 
Director of Student Services 8 
Business Manager 15 

 
  Number of Candidates interviewed for each position:     

   
Superintendent  10 
Principal 8 
Assistant Principal 10 
Director of Student Services 5 
Business Manager 4 

 
 

Since Summer 2019, School Exec Connect has assisted the District 
in hiring for the following positions: 
 

Interim Positions for 2019-2020 
§ Principal of Sears School - Gary Zabilka/Roger 

Prosise 

§ Assistant Principal – Stephanie Helfand 

§ Director of Student Services – Carrie De La 
Cruz/Alison Hecimovich 

 
Permanent Positions beginning July 1, 2020 

§ Superintendent – Katherine Donegan 
§ Principal – Stephanie Helfand 
§ Director of Student Services – Carrie De La 

Cruz 
§ Assistant Principal – Martin Heffner 
§ Business Manager – Joseph Bailey 

 
The Administrative Structure Study was completed in the fall of 2019. 
 

While each position involved variations in the hiring process, all applications 
were received and candidates were screened by School Exec Connect; after Ms. Donegan 
was hired, she assisted in the screening of candidates for the four remaining positions.  
After a broad group of candidates was interviewed for each position by SEC and Ms. 
Donegan, all finalists were interviewed by stakeholders, though the stakeholder groups 
varied somewhat according to the position being filled. Ms. Donegan recommended 
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candidates to the Board for the positions of Principal, Assistant Principal, Director of 
Student Services, and Business Manager.  The Business Manager position is part-time, 
and all other positions are full-time.  The Assistant Principal works a 10-month schedule.   
The following paragraphs contain additional details about the hiring process for the four 
positions filled after the Superintendent search was completed. 

 
Principal: 

Eighteen outside applicants and one internal candidate applied for the position of 
Principal at Sears School.  Gary Zabilka, Linda Yonke, and Ms. Donegan reviewed all 
applications, and constructed a list of people to interview.  Over the course of three days 
in the third week of February, eight candidates interviewed for the position.  The 
administrators/consultants (including Ms. Donnelly) agreed on three finalists who would 
be interviewed by three groups on February 24 consisting of two stakeholder groups 
(teachers, students, parents, admin/consultant) and new Superintendent Donegan, who 
also asked the candidates to do a writing sample.  The two stakeholder groups were 
facilitated by Chief Education Officer Lisa Leali and SEC consultant Linda Yonke who 
put together questions for each group and conducted a training session before interviews 
began.  Stakeholders signed a confidentiality agreement and filled out a feedback form 
for each candidate.  After the interviews, Kate Donegan debriefed with Yonke and Leali 
and collected all feedback forms.  Ms. Donegan conducted an extensive reference check 
for all three finalists, met with each of them privately on February 26, reviewed 
stakeholder feedback, and ultimately decided that Stephanie Helfand would be 
recommended to the Board for the Principal position.  Dr. Helfand was approved by the 
Board at a Special Meeting in the first week of March. 

 
Director of Student Services 

 Eight applicants vied for the position of Director of Student Services, including 
one internal candidate.  After screening of applications by SEC consultants and Ms. 
Donegan, five candidates were interviewed by Drs. Zabilka and Yonke over two days 
beginning on March 2, with Ms. Donegan being present for interviews of two candidates.  
All three administrators/consultants agreed to advance only one candidate, Dr. Carrie De 
La Cruz, who has been serving as the Interim Director of Student Services.  While 
several of the outside candidates for that position were well-qualified, Dr. De La Cruz 
was so far above all other candidates in her experience, knowledge, and leadership skill 
that it was agreed to resent her as the single finalist. Although there were no other 
candidates brought forward, Dr. De La Cruz was still asked to participate in a confirming 
interview with a stakeholder group and the newly appointed Principal, Dr. Helfand, on 
March 9.  She interviewed again with Ms. Donegan, who also did additional reference 
checks.  Ms. Donegan recommended her appointment as the permanent Director of 
Student Services to the Board, and she was approved at a Regular Meeting on April 1. 

 
Assistant Principal 
 The Assistant Principal position had a large group eighteen external candidates 
and one internal candidate.  Drs. Zabilka and Yonke and Ms. Donegan interviewed ten 
candidates on March 20th and 24th via Google Hangout. After the initial interviews, two 
finalists (both external candidates) were selected.  Both candidates were very strong and 
had formal and informal leadership experience in their current positions.  The candidates 
then interviewed via Zoom on March 31 with a student group (facilitated by Ms. 
Donegan), with a mixed stakeholder group (facilitated by Linda Yonke and Lisa Leali), 
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and with Dr. Helfand in a one-on-one interview.  A training session was held for all 
stakeholders (students, parents, and staff) via Zoom before the interviews began, with Dr. 
Yonke asking all candidates to sign and submit their confidentiality agreement via 
Google Docs.  Interview questions had been put together by Dr. Helfand and were shared 
with each of the groups.  Stakeholders used a Google Doc form constructed by Dr. 
Helfand to submit their feedback.  After the interviews were complete, Dr. Helfand, Dr. 
Leali, Dr. Yonke, and Ms. Donegan held a Zoom meeting to debrief the interviews.  A 
consensus was reached that Martin Heffner was the stronger of the two candidates and 
would be recommended by Ms. Donegan to the Board.  The Board of Education 
approved Mr. Heffner’s appointment as Assistant Principal at a Regular Meeting on the 
first of April. 
 
Business Manager 
 Three candidates for Business Manager took part in a screening interview by Dr. 
Zabilka, Dr. Yonke, and Ms. Donegan on March 2.   While fifteen people had applied for 
the position, many of them were not well-qualified or experienced enough to fill the 
position in District 38.  One candidate who interviewed on March 2 was especially 
promising, and an interview with two Board members and staff from the Business Office 
was arranged.  During the course of discussions with this candidate, no agreement was 
reached and he began to express concerns about the commute he would experience from 
his home to Kenilworth.  An additional candidate, a retired Superintendent who wanted 
to work part time, interviewed with Dr. Yonke, Dr. Zabilka, and Ms. Donegan on March 
20.  This candidate, Dr. Joseph Bailey, is a retired Superintendent who in recent years 
worked as an Interim part-time Business Manager in Golf Elementary 67 District and in 
Fremont District 79. His experience, knowledge, and personal skills made him an 
excellent candidate for the position.  He is a highly successful former Superintendent and 
Business Manager who was a colleague of Ms. Donegan when he was Superintendent.  
While his appointment means a shift to part-time for this role, all three 
consultants/administrators believe that his excellent organizational and implementation 
skills will result in success for him and the District in this position. Dr. Bailey 
interviewed with two Board members and Ms. Donegan before being  recommended by 
Ms. Donegan for the position of Business Manager.  He was approved by the Board at the 
Regular Meeting on April 20.   
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Superintendent Profile - Kenilworth School District 38 
 
The New Superintendent Should Be a Person Who: 

• Prioritizes student well-being and growth and serves as an exemplar for the four 
cornerstones of responsibility, kindness, honesty, and respect. 

• Oversees development and implementation of the Strategic Plan, working effectively 
with students, faculty, staff, administrators, parents, Board, and community to ensure 
adherence to the Plan, and conducting periodic review as needed.    

• Forges deep connections and unifies the school community using extraordinary 
relationship skills and recognizing the unique position that Sears School holds in the 
hearts and minds of the community.  

• Builds and retains a highly skilled administrative team through collaboration, mentoring, 
and communication; empowers others to fully develop and utilize their leadership 
capacity. 

• Uses extensive experience in administration and strong personal skills to inspire others 
and to lead with grace and compassion, demonstrating self-reflection and humility in 
interactions with others and in problem-solving. 

• Possesses a clear vision for Sears School/Kenilworth District 38 and recognizes its 
capacity to be one of the best schools in the country. 

• Demonstrates expertise in child development, teaching, learning, and leading.  
• Prioritizes visibility, approachability, and engagement with members of the school and 

community, balancing respect for the history and traditions of Sears with the ability to 
lead change when needed. 

• Communicates clearly and effectively with all constituencies; becomes the face of Sears 
School through personal, warm, and engaging interactions.  

• Works with the administrative team to recruit, develop, and retain an excellent faculty 
and staff, establishing high expectations for every employee. 

• Acts decisively and holds self and others accountable. 
• Understands all operations of the school district and takes responsibility for oversight of 

finance, human resources, and all aspects of building and district management. 
• Fosters teacher-leadership and encourages both autonomy and accountability among the 

faculty and staff. 
• Promotes a healthy and positive school climate that facilitates student growth and teacher 

development. 
• Maintains an effective working relationship with the Board of Education, committing to 

transparency, honesty, and respect in the process of pursuing agreed-upon personal, 
professional, and District goals.   
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Sears School 
Principal Profile 

 
The Joseph Sears School Principal should be a person who: 
 

• Communicates a clear vision for Sears School and inspires others to pursue 
excellence 

• Exhibits strong leadership skills and works with the Superintendent and other 
administrative team members to foster the well-being of students 

• Focuses on building strong relationships and establishing trust among staff, 
administration, parents, and students 

• Understands transitions from lower grades to upper grades and junior high to high 
school 

• Makes decisions based on what is best for students 

• Knows all students and families and is familiar with the communities of 
Kenilworth and New Trier Township; prioritizes visibility and accessibility  

• Demonstrates warmth and genuineness; shows empathy, humor, and openness 

• Possesses a strong track record of success in student-centered leadership and 
effective building management 

• Pursues solutions to problems in a collaborative yet decisive manner; is able to 
make difficult decisions 

• Engages students, staff, and community with sincerity and enthusiasm 

• Promotes a positive image of the school within and outside the community 

• Listens to students, staff, faculty, and community, learning about the history and 
traditions of the community and this school 

• Fosters a climate of openness, trust, safety, and accountability 

• Addresses issues of staff morale, engendering trust and demonstrating reliability 

• Engages parents in their children’s education, encouraging their involvement in 
the school 

• Maintains high standards for academic achievement, providing opportunities for 
rigorous learning opportunities for all 


