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LEADERSHIP MATTERS. This is not a new concept but it
is one that has been driven home to me throughout my time
in education. This week | saw just how thirsty educators are
for leadership opportunities and training and while it speaks
to the state of our profession, it also opens up an area that
HCDE needs to give more consideration to moving forward.

This week | made two leadership presentations: one to our
Head Start Leadership Academy and another to leaders at
Hays ISD.

We started the Head Start Leadership Academy last
month as a way to grow our teachers into campus leaders.
| spoke to them on Tuesday afternoon and was excited to
see how receptive and anxious they are for the opportunity
grow as leaders. Presenting on the philosophy and concept
of leadership will help build capacity within HCDE but also
demonstrates that we value leadership and hopefully this will
empower more Head Start staff to join the program.

On Thursday | presented to more than 55 leaders in Hays
CISD, a fast growth district outside San Marcos, about
Leadership Ethos with an emphasis on work-life balance
and how to manage stress while valuing your personal
life and family. Throughout the presentation | emphasized
creating systems and structure of leadership. It was obvious
this group was eager to learn leadership skills so they
can be better educators and leaders on their campuses.
This interaction also showed me there is a huge need for
leadership development and training among rookie and
veteran educators alike.

| am proud to represent HCDE when | do these
presentations and not only support educators in their
personal leadership journey, but also demonstrate that HCDE
is a true educational leader in Texas.

| started the week with ELT on Monday followed by lunch
with Ms. Langlois. On Tuesday, | met with Trustee Duhon
as part of my quarterly board meetings and then presented
to the Head Start Leadership Academy that afternoon. On
Wednesday, | traveled to San Marcos in anticipation of my
presentation on Thursday at Hays ISD. Today, | participated in
the Education Foundation Topgolf Fundraiser.

Have a great weekend.

JAMES COLBERT, JR.
County Superintendent
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Fortis Academy Recovery Coach LaKesha Hemphill celebrated 21 years of sobriety on November 12, surrounded by the students she inspires daily.

FORTIS ACADEMY"S LAKESHA REMPHILL TURNS 21 YEARS OF
SOBRIETY INTO HOPE FOR TEENS IN RECOVERY

AKESHA HEMPHILL remembers the day her
grandmother died like it was yesterday. She came
home from school to find her mother and uncles
gathered in the house, and immediately began
looking for Madea. That’s when her uncle broke the
news that Hemphill's grandmother was gone.

“The matriarch of my family, the pillar that holds
me together, that taught me everything that | know,
was gone, but | didn’t feel anything,” she recalled.

“Everything was downbhill from there.”

At 13 years old, Hemphill began acting out at school,
being disrespectful to family and friends, and soon was
hanging out with the wrong crowd. Two years later, she
didn’t realize that one decision to try marijuana would
change her life forever.

“I thought it was just something that would make me
feel good right now,” Hemphill said about her attempt to
escape the pain. “When | took that first hit, it was almost
like an addictive bug was in my DNA or something.”

Hemphill now works with teens who struggle with -
alcohol and substance abuse as the recovery coach Coach Kesha builds a personal relationship

at Harris County Department of face they see when they get off the bus in th
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provides individualized, non-clinical support to help
Harris County teens gain and maintain sobriety. Acting

in whatever capacity is necessary — as a friend, sister,
parental figure or mentor — she helps students set goals,
create personalized recovery plans and build life skills for
long-term wellness.

“l deal with them 24/7, 365 in their journey of recovery,
keeping them focused, helping them to remain sober,
as well as helping them to work through any trials and
tribulations that they may have in the process,” Hemphill
explained.

However, the journey to get to a place where she
could help teens was long. Hemphill described the first
years after her first encounter with drugs as filled with
theft, lying and trying every substance she could get her
hands on.

“I' have done almost every drug that was out there,”
Hemphill said. “I've tried cocaine. | popped pills. I've done
LSD before. I've drank. I've done them all at one time, and
it's by the grace of God that I'm still standing because
certain people, if they take all that at one time, they're six
feet under, and I'm not.”

Hemphill spent 12 years under the influence. She was
incarcerated twice, experienced blackouts from the
overuse of prescription drugs and alienated herself from
family and friends. All while people around her shared
their life stories unprovoked or emphasized that she was
destined for a purpose more important than her addiction.

When law enforcement showed up on her doorstep
ready to arrest her for complications surrounding her
second incarceration, Hemphill said, “No more.” That day
was November 12, 2004.

“l got tired of having to look over my shoulders,” she
explained. “I got tired of looking at myself in the mirror,
like, ‘This isn't me. Who was this person?’ | got tired of all
the inner thoughts and the negative feelings | had within

Hemphill lost her grandmother, affectionately known as Madea,
at the age of 13. The impact of the loss led her down a path that
ultimately led to years of drug usage to manage her emotions.
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myself. Too many people had said, ‘Il see potential in you.
This is not you. There's something greater in you, and you
need to find it." Those words stuck with me.”

Twenty-one years later, Hemphill joined her Fortis
family to celebrate her ‘soberversary’ this week.

“Coach Kesha absolutely deserves this, ten times
over,” said Jerry Garza, a junior on campus. “I think
this celebration is perfect for her. I'm proud of her. She
inspires me to drive harder to reach my goals. | know
when I'm clean, however many years down the line, she's
going to be the main reason that got me there. She’s the
perfect example.”

Students welcomed Hemphill to the celebration with a
standing ovation and congratulatory praise for her sobriety
before presenting her with a homemade flower bouquet
and enjoying a full-course breakfast. Hemphill expressed
her gratitude for the recognition and offered words of
encouragement to students.

“l was considered a lost cause,” she said. “l proved
everybody wrong, and that’s a plus for me. But if somebody
like me can change, why do you think that you can't
change? Because | was no better than

CONTINUED ON PAGE 5

COACH KESHA ABSOLUTELY DESERVES THIS,
TENTIMES OVER. I THINK THIS CELEBRATION
IS PERFECT FOR HER. I'M PROUD OF HER. SHE
INSPIRES ME TO DRIVE HARDER T0 REACH
MY GOALS.
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LaKesha Hemphill started using drugs at the age of 15 and spent the next
12 years under the influence. She was incarcerated twice, experienced
blackouts from the overuse of prescription drugs and alienated herself
from family and friends.
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you. In the aspect of addiction, we're pretty much equal.
The only difference is that | made a change and continued
moving forward. So can you!”

Principal Travita Godfrey describes Hemphill as a vital
part of Fortis Academy’s success since the moment she
stepped on campus five years ago.

“l quickly learned that she’s going to get in the trenches
with you. She’s not afraid to be on the floor with our
students in withdrawal or pick up our students in need in
the middle of the night,” Godfrey said. “Right away, a kid
will get out of a car, and she’ll say, "You're high.” She’'ll
say, 'l already know the look. | know the walk. | know the
stance.’ That's invaluable to us.”

When new students come to the recovery high school,
it's Coach Kesha whom students sit down with to discuss
their past, present and future. That's how she met Garza,
who was referred to Fortis by representatives from Aldine
Independent School District in the ninth grade. Their first
meeting left a lasting impression.

“Coach Kesha was a different vibe, a different feeling
right from the start,” he recalled. “She made me cry that
day because she was able to read me and see what was
really bothering me. | was still using, trying to cope with
trauma and not really wanting to open up to anybody. She
was able to go to the maze and touch my heart from our
first encounter.”

Hemphill described Garza as a fighter who possesses
the same spirit as her. She meets with him and other Fortis
students during daily group therapy sessions, where they
discuss how to cope with their emotions and identify urges
and triggers.

Fortis Academy staff created shirts to honor Hemphill's 21-year
‘soberversary.
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Hemphill is currently enrolled at Southern New Hampshire University,
pursuing her master’s degree in clinical mental health, which will enable
her to work more closely with students and enhance her clinical skills.

“l want to give them the tools they can use to better
themselves,” she explained. “They may not use it today or
tomorrow, but they can put it on the shelf and when the
situation comes, they can pull it down and say, ‘Let me try
this.” Because at the end of the day, it's their choice to stop
using, not mine.”

In therapy sessions and throughout casual
conversations, Hemphill is quick to share her personal
experiences and relate to students’ challenges,
making them feel seen and heard. Students respect her
authenticity and transparency.

“From moments of wanting to relapse to moments of
wanting to harm myself, | called Coach,” Garza added. “She
was always there, picked up my call within three rings.
Coach Kesha has steered my life in a better direction and
saved me from a lot of very bad decisions.”

That impact and the lives saved are why Hemphill says
she has no regrets, because each mistake and decision set
her on a path to Fortis Academy, where she combines her
life experience with education to help teens.

“l do regret not turning a leaf sooner, but if | didn't go
through what | went through, | wouldn’t be who | am today.
[ didn't see it then, but now | know, it's because | have
a purpose,” Hemphill said. “Working with ‘my babies,’
as | call them, has been the most humbling experience,
because it lets me know that addiction is still out there. It
hasn't changed, and it doesn’t have a specific race or label
associated with it. It affects anybody, regardless of the
caliber of where you live, who you hang with or who your
parents are.”

Walking in her purpose, Hemphill has helped countless
students along their recovery journey and serves as an
inspiration to them and colleagues who work in the field.

“When | think of the word recovery coach, | literally
picture Coach Kesha,” Godfrey said. <%
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Harris County Department of Education’s team ‘Varsity’ beat out 17 teams, taking the top spot in the inaugural Education Foundation of Harris

County Topgolf Tournament.

EFHC INVITES COMMUNITY TO SWING FOR A CAUSE AT

TOPGOLF FUNDRAISER

ON NOV. 14, driving change for Harris County students
started with a swing of a club. More than 125 community
partners and influential education professionals
attended the Education Foundation of Harris County
(EFHC) Topgolf Tournament to raise money for programs
and initiatives that empower educators and students
across 25 school districts. The event also honored

Holly Maria Flynn Vilaseca, an education advocate who
taught bilingual and dual-language early childhood

classes, consulted on urban school district evaluation
systems and has been an overall advocate for improved
education systems. Players enjoyed refreshments

and a day of networking as teams of six competed for
the top of the leaderboard. More than just a friendly
competition, the event strengthened EFHC's ability to
create lasting impactin classrooms and ensure students
in Harris County have access to quality education and
opportunities to succeed. <%

¥
|

Education Foundation and Community Partnership Director Trina Silva
photographed with longtime education advocate and EFHC Topgolf
Tournament honoree Holly Maria Flynn Vilaseca.
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Members of the Stafford MSD welding program created the trophies for Eighteen teams competed in the inaugural EFHC Topgolf Tournament,
the Topgolf Tournament using welding equipment funded by EFHC grants. benefiting students and programs across 25 Harris County school districts.
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ABS EAST BRINGS COMMUNITY PARTNERS TOGETHER TO BENEFIT
STUDENTS AT TRANSITION FAIR

IN WHAT STAFF PLAN to grow into one of the school’s
larger events, the inaugural Transition and Resource
Fair at Academic and Behavior School (ABS) East was a
rousing success.

ABS East parents and families attended the midday
event, networking with community partners who offer
specific and tailored services for HCDE's unique student
populations. Representatives from Houston Community
College and the Tulsa Welding School were on hand,
offering insight into higher education and post-graduation
opportunities. Personnel from organizations including
Autism Moms of Houston, the East Harris County
Empowerment Council and Noah’s House also connected
with families, showcasmg their services and initiatives to
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help support youth and those trending toward or showing
potential to independent living.

Other attending vendors included Team Wilmore, which
offers dentistry to those with special needs, and Bloom
Fitness, which leads people living with intellectual and
development diagnosis to choose a lifetime of fitness.

Harris County Department of Education’s two Academic
and Behavior Schools (East and West) provide supportive
learning environments for students aged 5-22 with
intellectual, developmental and behavioral disorders,
autism spectrum disorder and other health impairments.
The fair empowered families with resources they may not
have known existed and showed students a future filled

with support. <&
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SUPERINTENDENT HELPS HEAI] START RISINE STARS DIVE INTO
‘BUILDING LEADERSHIP CAPACITY

BUILDING v,
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AS IT CONTINUES seeking and growing future center leaders, CAPACIT‘{
the Harris County Department of Education (HCDE) Head Start !

division hosted Superintendent James Colbert Jr. at its latest

Rising Star Leadership Academy meeting.
Established this year to help division leadership find

and develop Head Start center managers from within its

current staff, the cohort meets monthly in addition to ongoing

support, collaboration and networking. Colbert joined the

cohort on Nov. 11, sharing his journey into leadership, from

an assistant principal at 29 years old to an administrator and

superintendent at urban, suburban and rural school districts

along the way before joining HCDE in 2014. HCDE serves more than 1,300 students through Head Start
Cohort members, who range from assistant campus and Early Head Start facilities. From newborns to 5-year-

managers to current Head Start and Early Head Start olds, students are provided a safe learning environment

teachers, were also tasked with producing a leadership that supports growth in language, literacy and social and
objective and mission statement. emotional development. <%

HEAD START STUDENTS CONNECT T0 VEGETABLES IN NOVEMBER
WITH SUPERMENTORS

HARRIS COUNTY DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION (HCDE)
leaders and community partners visited Head Start
campuses this week as part of the Real SuperMENTtors
Read program, enjoying storytime with the county’s
youngest learners by reading “A Very Special
Vegetable,” by Anna Bardaus.

Part of the Head Start Significant Male Initiative
to bridge together male role models with students,
volunteers visit the centers and read to the students.
Mentors typically read the second Thursday of the
month from October through April. November’s book
highlights different vegetables and how they all fit into
healthy nutrition.

Among those who read to students this week
were Superintendent James Colbert Jr., assistant
superintendents Dr. Jesus Amezcua, Dr. CJ Rodgers,
Jonathan Parker and Chief HR Officer Dr. Arthur
Sylvester, and a number of division directors. <&

lﬂ' Head Start
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SUPERINTENDENT JAMES COLBERT

JR. traveled to central Texas earlier this
week, where he met with staff members
from Hays Consolidated Independent
School District. On Nov. 12, Colbert
presented to more than 30 district

staff on leadership. He made a similar
presentation to Huntsville ISD staff
members in May. <

AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAM STAFF LEARN TO LAUNCH STRAW ROCKETS
AT LATEST CASE WORKSHOP

AFTERSCHOOL AND OUT-OF-SCHOOL-TIME program leaders
took the skies and learned how students can enjoy motion,
trajectory and aerodynamics in the latest Fall Professional
Workshop hosted by the Center for Afterschool, Summer and
Enrichment (CASE) for Kids.

Held on Nov. 14, they built and launched straw rockets. The
training prepared attendees to not only implement the Pitsco
Straw Rocket Launcher with Harris County students in their
respective afterschool programs, but also train fellow staff
members to lead the hands-on activity. Lessons like these
boost STEM confidence and creativity with students.

The training series continues Nov. 20 and will look at
elevating youth voices in out-of-school-time programs and
helping staff create structured and meaningful opportunities
for youth leadership that can enhance engagement without
compromising safety. &

FOLLOWING ITS LAUNCH a few weeks ago, the
Lead Strong Academy and its cohort members
were busy again at Harris County Department

of Education’s (HCDE) Adult Education Learning
Center. Meeting on Nov. 12, the group opened
this month’s workshop with a four-member panel
discussion featuring current and former school
administrators, including HCDE Chief Human
Resources Officer Dr. Arthur Sylvester.

Dr. Cleotis Wadley, the new leadership
development officer for the Center for Educator
Success (CES), led the panel discussion and has
spearheaded the effort to strengthen school
leadership and empower educators to reach
new heights.é
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LEADERS CHOICE

EVERY MONTH, Harris County Department of Education’s (HCDE) Choice Partners

(CP) national purchasing cooperative spotlights one of its vendors in its e-newsletter,

VENDOR SPOTLIGHT

Leaders Choice. The profiles serve to showcase the goods or services from approved
vendors and provide insight into the company’s background and initiatives.

Superintendent James Colbert Jr. often calls the co-op HCDE's “Excalibur.” Funds
that flow from CP are leveraged to support various Department divisions and initiatives,
supplying services to area school districts. The Connector will feature the Leaders
Choice vendor spotlight every month to underscore how CP and HCDE support Harris
County learners through competitively bid contracts.

OVOL USA: A TRUSTED PARTNER WITH A WORLDWIDE PAPER TRAIL

FEW VENDORS can say they've supported Choice Partners
members for more than 40 years, but 0VOL USA Houston,
formerly Bosworth Papers, can. With more than a century of
experience in the fine paper industry, OVOL USA combines
local expertise with global resources to help members save
time, stretch budgets and get the materials they need.

From its beginnings as Bosworth Papers, the Houston
branch has supplied paper and related products to school
districts, government agencies and nonprofits across
Texas. OVOL USA is one of the world’s largest suppliers of
paper, pulp and specialty substrates. The company offers
CP members the best of both worlds: personalized service
backed by worldwide buying power.

Even with its worldwide capabilities, OVOL USA
Houston has never lost its local focus. The company
remains committed to the kind of personal service that
it has defined for more than a century. Joseph Jordan,
vice president of tax-supported sales at OVOL USA
Houston, emphasizes the company’s hands-on approach
to customer service.

“We have dedicated personnel for Choice Partners
members who handle everything from sourcing to delivery,”
he said. “Our team works directly with districts, campuses

]r THE CONNECTOR | Vol. 11 | hcde-texas.ofg

and administrators to make sure products are delivered on
time, in the right quantities and at the best cost.”

OVOL USA has reached new members and strengthened
existing relationships through Choice Partners. They
keep members informed about market conditions, product
availability and emerging solutions. Its corporate slogan,
“Paper and Beyond,” reflects not only the products it
provides but also the reliable service and innovative
solutions offered to Choice Partners members.

OVOL USA has even supported members through a
variety of challenges. When a school district added six
new campuses in a single summer, the company designed
a comprehensive distribution program that combined
inventory management, delivery scheduling and budget-
conscious planning. The program allowed the district to
maintain operations efficiently while reducing overall costs.

As the paper industry evolves, OVOL USA continues
to innovate. The company is expanding its product line
to include wide-format printing materials and specialty
substrates, helping members keep up with new technology
and market demands. Through it all, OVOL USA remains
committed to the personal attention and dependahle service
that Choice Partners members have trusted for decades. <&
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#TEAMHEI]E CONTINUES SUPPORTING LOCAL SCHOOL DISTRICTS,
%ﬂ SHOWCASING DEPARTMENT SERVICES

HARRIS COUNTY DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION (HCDE)
and its philanthropic arm (Education Foundation of Harris
County) continue supporting local school districts and %
universities, with staff members attending recent events to Hobby Schaolof Ui Hobby el
network and showcase the Department and its mission to
serve Harris County learners and families.

On Nov. 7, Education Foundation and Partnerships

UNIVEF

Director Trina Silva attended the Aldine ISD Education
Foundation Donor Appreciation Night. Among EFHC’s impact
to Aldine ISD during the 2025-2026 fiscal year is awarding a
$10,000 grant to fund 10 students scholarships, supporting
123 teachers through Tools for Teachers and providing 375
backpacks for the school year.

Silva, HCDE Chief of Staff Danielle Bartz and Board
Trustee Andrea Duhon attended the University of Hoston's
Hobby School of Public Affairs Fall Mixer on Nov. 10. They
were able to visit with former HCDE interns through the
school’s Civic Houston Internship Program, while the night
celebrated the Hobby School’s mission and leadership
award recipients.é’

CHANNELVIEW HEAD START'S FALL FESTIVAL STRENGTHENS
FAMILY AND COMMUNITY BONDS

- CHANNELVIEW HEAD START recently
celebrated the power of community
and family engagement. Fifty-seven
families joined in the fall festival
activities, highlighting the strong
partnership between parents and

Sixteen families went above and

? "’!.ﬂ\ beyond by volunteering their’_(ime jco
: . i !e decorate the campus and assist with
;ﬁ w2 R festival activities, creating a warm
4 W’.&‘d and welcoming environment for all.
i e I
g |

The celebration also featured a visit
from the Channelview Fire Department,

B 9! which taught children important safety
& procedures. The moments reflect
how Head Start’s mission thrives

through active family participation and
community collaboration.

i Head Start
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educators that fuels children’s success.
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SYSTEMIC ACHIEVEMENT: WITH PURPOSEFUL INTENT
THIS WEEK, THE FOLLOWING BOARD EXPECTATIONS WERE MET:

SUPERINTENDENT OBJECTIVE B: ORGANIZATIONAL MORALE

e Celebrates accomplishments and acknowledges excellence.

|
%

Members of the Special Schools division visited Fortis Academy on Nov. 12 to celebrate Recovery Coach LaKesha

Hemphill's 21 years of sobriety.

BEING RELATABLE TO STUDENTS is a
connection many educators have that can take
a teacher-student relationship to the next level.
It shows students their teachers and campus
leaders are human and have lived through many
of the same trials and tribulations young people
experience. Relationships are built on trust and
planting the small seeds of shared life experience
is one way to strengthen connections. This
week, we learn the story of LaKesha Hempdhill,
the recovery coach at Fortis Academy. She
works with students who struggle with alcohol
and substance abuse, supporting them as they
gain sobriety. Those stories are just like hers —
Hemphill battled with drug use as a teenager as
she coped with the loss of her grandmother and
matriarch of her family. She was incarcerated and
pushed away loved ones. But she made a choice
to get sober and this week, Fortis celebrated 21
years of sobriety for Hemphill, who has turned
her journey into a way to help the students she
works with every day. HCDE congratulates
Hemphill on her ‘soberversary’ and the impact
she makes at Fortis and in her community.

The Education Foundation of Harris County
continues to expand its reach to support the
25 Harris County school districts. This week, |
joined many community partners and education
advocates for the inaugural EFHC Topgolf
Tournament. Just as HCDE and the foundation
supports a number of area district and education
foundation golf tournaments, it was a pleasure to
see so many school representatives reciprocate
and support this venture. This fundraiser
generates support for educational programs
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and initiatives in Harris County, and supports
EFHC's mission to fill in the gaps in public
education. I'm proud to live in a community that
values education and work for an organization
that shows up every day to change the lives of
learners of all ages. Thank you again to everyone
who attended the Topgolf Tournament and
contributed to the event’s success.

Finally, ABS East was the host site this
week for the school’s annual Transition and
Resource Fair. This event gave students
from ABS East and West and their families
a chance to meet representatives from
community partners and learn about available
resources for the transition to adulthood,
whether the end goal is higher education,
employment or independent living. HCDE's
Special Schools and their staff provide
supportive learning environments that in
most situations extend beyond the four walls
of a classroom. The transition fair is another
example of the extension of the support
these families receive, as they were able to
speak with businesses about job and career
opportunities, healthcare and lifestyle entities
and other agencies. Thank you to the many
community and business partners who see
the value in our students and their ability to
contribute as they become adults.

By treating every person with respect
and dignity, and implementing effective
management practices, | am meeting the
expectation of celebrating accomplishments
and accomplishing the mission, goals and
objectives of the Department. <&
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HCDE BOARD

Board President
Amy Hinojosa

1st Vice President
Richard Cantu

2nd Vice President
Dr. Erica Davis

Board Members
Eric Dick
Andrea Duhon
Silky Joshi

Dr. John McGee

UPCOMING EVENTS

November 19
Board Meeting

November 27-28
Thanksgiving Break
(HCDE Closed)

December 10

Holiday Reception — NPO

December 17
Holiday Reception —
Irvington

Board Meeting

December 23-January 1
Winter Break (HCDE Closed)

January 19

Martin Luther King Jr. Day

(HCDE Closed)

January 21

School Board Recognition

Reception
Board Meeting
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