Dr. Rafaela Espinal
1803 Riverside Drive Apt. 6A
New York, NY 10034

May 20, 2022
Dear Sir or Madam:
I am writing to inform you of my interest in becoming the superintendent of Orange County
Public Schools. I am a visionary leader eager to lead a consistently high-achieving, forward-thinking, and
diverse school district. Throughout my 28-year career in K-12 education, I have consistently
demonstrated that I am a passionate, accomplished transformational instructional leader devoted to
ensuring that all children receive a high-quality education within an academically rigorous, inclusive, and
emotionally nurturing community. I have a proven track record of cultivating a culture that supports the
district's vision of ensuring that every student has a promising and successful future.
My areas of expertise include supporting the development of best practices through building
instructional capacity, leading effective and sustainable change efforts in schools, and supervision in both
low- and high-performing Blue Ribbon school districts. As an instructional leader, my mission is to
consistently model the reflective practice and reciprocal acts of teaching and learning. As a strategic
thinker with extensive leadership, managerial, and operational experience, I am uniquely qualified for this
position and meet the high expectations set by your community.
As a superintendent in New York City, I effectively managed and developed the professional
capacity of a diverse group of principals in high-pressure environments through co-visits and
differentiated support, evidenced by increased student learning and achievement across thirty-six schools
serving over 24,000 students. I have demonstrated success leading improvements in overall student
performance, including closing the achievement gap. I have demonstrated an understanding of
curriculum, standards, and effective teaching methods. I have focused on developing school leaders'
ability to implement rigorous curricula, research-based instructional practices, and assessments to ensure
our district embodies high expectations for student learning; within a culturally responsive, supportive,
and equitable school community. In addition, I have skillfully supported communication and engagement
efforts, overcoming challenges faced at both the school and district levels while supporting the
implementation of principal and teacher effectiveness work with integrity and fidelity. As a result, I led
sustainable changes and increased students' academic success and well-being alongside principals,
teachers, parents, and staff. I have also continuously supported staff in advancing Social and Emotional
Learning (SEL) in schools through training and learning opportunities. It is critical to implement
strategies to address student social, emotional, and other non-academic challenges in collaboration with
families.

In my prior roles in central office positions, as a talent coach, director of implementation, and
district supervision before becoming a superintendent, our team successfully implemented teacher
effectiveness work, demonstrated commitment to data-driven decision-making, as well as continuous
adult learning as drivers of improved student outcomes, as evident by consistently receiving superior
performance ratings as measured by surveys completed by school leaders and 100% satisfaction in
multiple data points. This led to successful recruitment and retention strategies to retain effective and
diverse employees. In addition, as a New York City principal in two transformational opportunities, I
launched high stakes instructional initiatives, resulting in a direct, successful impact on student outcomes
and lessening the achievement gap in underserved communities. Finally, using all lessons learned in prior
experiences, I have led a similar transformation at a larger scale in a school district through a laser focus
on instruction while attending to the human resource, equity, symbolic, culturally relevant pedagogy, and
political frames. I am confident that my proven track record and experience in teaching, coaching,
supervising, and leading with humility, authenticity, heart, empathy, and courage while engaging others in
seeking solutions to district challenges and opportunities, will prove invaluable in continuing to build a
district of excellence.
I have led by example through all of my roles as a teacher, principal, district, and educational
leader by keeping students as my top priority— at all times. As an educational leader, I understand the
importance of listening, learning, flexibility, support, and being consistent and clear in my
communication while keeping stakeholders continuously engaged. I always seek and consider the input of
school leaders, teachers, students, staff, and families. Like you, I value maintaining an open, honest, and
trusting relationship with the School Board, administrators, support staff, parents, government officials,
community organizations, and the greater community, resulting in a shared commitment.
I thank you for reviewing my application and appreciate your thoughtful consideration. A detailed
record of my strong experiences in managing the development and execution of complex, multifaceted
initiatives is available for your review; please see my attached resume. I look forward to discussing my
qualifications in person and how I can better meet the needs of Orange County Public Schools.

Sincerely,

Dr. Rafaela Espinal

Dr. RAFAELA Y. ESPINAL
1803 Riverside Drive Apt. 6A, New York, NY 10034
Tel. (732) 754-0876 RYE2101@tc.columbia. edu
PROFESSIONAL PROFILE
Passionate, accomplished, and transformational instructional leader devoted to
ensuring that all learners receive high-quality education within an academically rigorous,
culturally responsive, and emotionally nurturing community. Lifelong bilingual
educator with almost three decades of teaching and administrative experience modeling
the reflective practice and reciprocal acts of teaching and learning that are essential to
creating a community that pursues professional and collective evolution. Proven track
record of success in advancing school leaders, teachers, and student learning, as well as
facilitating community involvement and securing effective, equitable, and sustainable
change from underserved schools in urban districts to Blue Ribbon suburban school
districts. Fluent in Spanish. Areas of expertise include:
• TALENT DEVELOPMENT
THROUGH BUILDING
CAPACITY/EFFICACY

• COACHING & CONSULTING
(EDUCATION, LEADERSHIP,
ACADEMIC, &
DISSERTATION)
• STRATEGIC PLANNING
• REFORM & POLICY
• EQUITY & INCLUSIVITY

• MANAGING OPERATIONS,
ACCOUNTABILITY &
BUDGETS
• INSTRUCTIONAL
LEADERSHIP

• TRANSFORMATIONAL
LEADERSHIP

• BUILDING COMMUNITY
• LITERACY EXPERT

• INTERDISCIPLINARY
TEACHING

• BILINGUAL EDUCATION
• CULTURALLY &
LINGUISTICALLY
RESPONSIVE TEACHING
& LEADING
• SOCIAL EMOTIONAL
LEARNING

EDUCATION
Ed.D. Organization & Leadership, Teachers College, Columbia University, Feb. 2021

Dissertation: The Wounded Educational Leader: How Six Superintendents
Describe and Understand a Wounding Experience
Ed.M. Organization & Leadership Teachers College, Columbia University, May 2019
M.S. Educational Leadership, Bernard M. Baruch College, City University of
New York, 2014
M.S. Reading Specialist, Brooklyn College, City University of New York, 1998
B.A. Elementary & Bilingual Education, Magna Cum Laude, Brooklyn College, City
University of New York, 1993

ADMINISTRATIVE AND INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERSHIP EXPERIENCE
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Assistant Superintendent
10/2018-Present
Office of Talent Management & Innovation, New York City Department of
Education (NYCDOE)
• Utilizing competence that spans understanding diverse cultural perspectives
and strengthening cultural awareness. Supporting and developing school
leaders in establishing an inclusive climate and culture of equity towards
academic excellence across 1700 schools serving 1.1 million students.
• Field Supervisor supporting principals and probationary teachers in advancing
pedagogical practices to increase teacher effectiveness to achieve tenure.
• Piloted Mayor's task force to support districts and principals in implementing
policies and procedures. Provided a safe learning environment through schoolbased investigatory processes. Reduced school-based investigations by creating
systems and structures aligned with the Office of Legal Counsel and central
policies. Decreased cases in schools assigned by 100% and increased principal
effectiveness, as evidenced by improved teams' management and assistant
principal performance.

SUPERINTENDENT
10/2014-10/2018
COMMUNITY SCHOOL DISTRICT 12, (36 SCHOOLS, PK-12 /OVER 24,000 STUDENTS)
NEW YORK CITY DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION, BRONX, NY
• Led strategic change and reform. Continuously elevated the performance of
schools and sustained high-quality educational programs and opportunities
across the district, which led to doubling literacy scores from 12% in 2014 to a
district average of ~25% in 2018. In math, 50% of district schools outperformed
the borough and made gains in line with the city average, while simultaneously
achieving a significant decrease in level 1 scores in ELA and math, including
English Learners and Students with Disabilities.
• Developed assessment and accountability systems and structures to monitor
progress for student learning and organizational learning in 36 (K-12) schools.
• Communicated a clear vision for professional learning communities and adult
development around research-based standards of practice to build the capacity
of 36 principals and 65 assistant principals as instructional leaders. Provided
systems, tools, and processes that supported continuous learning, growth, and
improvement with a focus on data-driven rigorous instruction.
• Analyzed and used formative and summative data to set goals, assess
organizational effectiveness, and promote organizational learning to improve
teacher practice for over 1800 teachers to increase student learning and
achievement for 24,000 students.

•

•

Supervised and maintained a systematic evaluation of the district's educational,
administrative, and supportive service needs and developed comprehensive
annual and long-term plans for meeting those needs.
Led district to create inspirational learning experiences that motivated and
encouraged all students and staff to work diligently to achieve their higher levels
of performance.

OFFICE OF TEACHER EFFECTIVENESS (OTE), NYCDOE, NEW YORK, NY
DIRECTOR OF IMPLEMENTATION
7/2012 – 10/2014
• Presented, designed, and facilitated trainings on new policy implementation in
areas related to teacher and school leader evaluations of effectiveness to School
Leaders, Networks, Superintendents, and school communities, resulting in
training over five hundred principals each summer.
• Supervised Talent Coaches who supported School Leaders and Network (CFN)
staff to implement Advance, the teacher evaluation and development system that
impacts principals, assistant principals, and teachers across 1,700 NYC schools
based on New York State Law 3012 (a, b, and c).
• Developed Talent Coaches' capacity that resulted in their attainment of
leadership positions as principals, assistant principals, directors, deputy network
leaders, and other educational leadership positions.
TALENT COACH
9/2011-6/2012
• Coached School Leaders (in both high-performing and struggling districts)
through the implementation of overall teacher evaluation and development.
Created tools to support principals in diagnosing teacher developmental needs.
Identified specific instructional implications in order to improve teacher practice
and improve student outcomes.
• Introduced and instructed principals on time management skills and created
sustainable school-wide structures that enabled principals to spend more time in
classrooms. Conducted learning-focused feedback cycles with staff, increased
parent/community engagement, and planned professional development.
• Consistently received superior ratings as measured by performance surveys
completed by principals. Received 100% satisfaction in competencies, including
Problem-Solving Support and Measures of Student Learning Expertise - Focus
on Student Outcomes.
PRINCIPAL
P.S. 125M – The Ralph Bunche School, NYCDOE, New York, NY 8/2009 – 2011
• Implemented systems and structures to support the collection and use of data to
inform planning, instruction, and student learning, earning a Well-Developed—

the highest possible instructional and organizational leadership evaluation rating
on the School Quality Review. Increased capacity and developed leadership
within the school community. Created tri-lingual school with dual language
(French & Spanish—since I attended the school as a student when I was an
immigrant English Learner). Through partnerships in the community and
business sector, enriched school program via full-day pre-K, art, yoga, music, and
swimming.
• Managed community partnerships (e.g., Teacher's College Columbia University,
the French Embassy, KIPP, AUSSIE, and Australian Education council) to turn
around a low-performing school and strengthen parent and school collaboration.
• Developed K-5 curriculum maps to create consistency within and across grades
by establishing a workshop approach to teaching and implementing a Balanced
Literacy program. Including the introduction of the Common Core Learning
Standards.
• Monitored teacher effectiveness by implementing measures to improve teachers
and/or remove ineffective teachers. Acted diligently and steadfastly in dealing
with challenges in labor relations while adhering to legal and contractual
obligations while always keeping the best interests of students in mind.
DISTRICT SUPERVISOR OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS K-12
AND PRIMARY EDUCATION (BLUE RIBBON DISTRICT)
2008-2009
EAST BRUNSWICK PUBLIC SCHOOLS, EAST BRUNSWICK, NJ
• Monitored curriculum implementation, selected books and materials, trained
staff, evaluated teachers and programs, and designated student placement.
Supervised ten schools in all aspects of English Language Arts and Primary
Education practices by supporting, coaching, and developing principals. Utilized
$2 million in grant funding to secure consultants to provide teachers with model
instruction and quality professional development; particularly, Special Education
staff.
• Facilitated district-wide training to school leaders and teachers while revamping
the English Language Arts curriculum K-12 (across all levels of student abilities
and performance K-12 (Special Education through Honors, Gifted, and
Advanced Placement English).
• Managed an extensive curriculum design project in ELA K-12 during New
Jersey's implementation of the Common Core State Standards (NJCCCS) in
grades K-12 and implemented lesson planning policy.
PRINCIPAL
P.S. 147K – ISAAC REMSEN SCHOOL, NYCDOE, BROOKLYN, NY

2004 - 2008

• Significantly increased English Language Arts (ELA) scores in levels 3 and 4 by
36.8%, while simultaneously achieving a decrease in level 1 scores by 12.7% and
level 2 scores by 11.3% (24% combined decrease in level 1 and 2 students moving
to levels 3 and 4). In addition, substantially increased Mathematics scores in levels
3 and 4 by 47.7%; inversely, the number of students scoring level 2 decreased by
31.9%, and students scoring level 1 decreased by 15.8% (47.7% combined
decrease in levels 1 and 2).
• Progressed from an F on the initial progress report to three consecutive A's.
Earned a Well-Developed score on each School Quality Review. Strengthened
school improvement plan using performance data and creating a strong school
instructional program.
Principal Intern, New York City Leadership Academy (NYCLA) 7/2003-7/2004
Member of the first highly selective class (1 of 90 selected applicants out of 400,
recommended by the district superintendents across the NYC) of NYCLA's
Aspiring Principals Program designed to close the achievement gap and turn around
the city's lowest-performing schools. Through accelerated pacing, curriculum, and
close integration with district policies and practices, acquired leadership strategies to
successfully implement equity-focused practices and initiatives to increase student
learning and outcomes, teacher effectiveness, and parent and community
engagement.
TEACHING/COACHING EXPERIENCE, 1993 - PRESENT
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Education Leadership Coach & Consultant
2004-Present
• Coach school leaders and administrators in instructional leadership practices,
reform efforts, policy implementation, and increasing their effectiveness in
supporting staff and teachers as measured by teacher evaluations and student
learning measures.
• Provide training and development on systems thinking within diverse
educational structures, policies, and settings. Support practitioners and
academic scholars in designing professional development and strategic plans
using theory and practice frameworks as well as systems to increase district
leaders,' school leaders,' and teachers' multiple capacities to improve learning
outcomes for students and communities in service of building equitable
scholarly environments in underserved communities.
Dissertation Development Coach
October 2020-Present
• Provide doctoral students with coaching and support following research
guidelines and providing constructive feedback to enhance their own learning,

writing, and completion of dissertation requirements.
Summer Principals Academy (SPA) Coach
September 2021-Present
Teachers College, Columbia University
• Serving as a knowledgeable thought partner for the SPA program and interns,
using the expertise that I have developed as an experienced school and district
leader. Supporting the journey of aspiring school leaders within a
transformative graduate program committed to equity and excellence in
education.
Instructional Team Leader, Librarian, Reading Recovery Teacher / Literacy Staff
Developer/Coach, Bilingual Action Research Team, School Leadership Team
PS 24K, Brooklyn, NY
1998-2003
• 15K024 was a model site for standards-based Dual Language education.
Collaborated intensively with teachers on a one-to-one basis, focused and
targeted the planning to ensure continuity across the grades and curriculum
alignment to city and state standards, and used assessment to guide
instruction. Serviced at-risk first graders that qualified for Reading Recovery
service (bottom 25% of the at-risk first grade population). Successfully
discontinued 90% of students in the program, and all students left reading at
or above grade level.
• Designed and led a Year-Long Institute on Guided Reading for District 15
and the school consisting of monthly workshops and ongoing modeling in
classrooms. Conducted model lessons in English and Spanish with groups of
at-risk students leading to increased teacher effectiveness in reading
instruction as evidenced in a decrease in students requiring intervention
services and a significant increase in student reading levels.
Bilingual Classroom Teacher,
1993-1997
PS 169K, Brooklyn, NY
15K169 "Our Little School" Annex was a small collaborative teacher-directed school
with a predominantly ELL student population. Helped design and develop this
smaller school, working closely with the Center for Collaborative Education, New
Visions, Annenberg Foundation, Elementary Teachers Network, and the Prospect
Center. Taught Spanish/Resolving Conflicts Creatively, 4/5, 2/3, bridged classrooms
using an interdisciplinary approach. Used the Primary Language Record (PLR) and
Descriptive Reviews as forms of assessment.

PROFESSIONAL LICENSES/CERTIFICATIONS
New York State School District Leader (SDL) 2014
New York State School Administrative and Supervisor License (SAS), 2004
New York State Certification in Reading K-12, 1998
NYU Certified Reading Recovery Reading Specialist, 1998
New York State Certification: Nursery-Grade Six and Bilingual Nursery-Grade Six, 1998
New York City Certification: Common Branches and Bilingual Common Branches, 1993

New Jersey State, Principal Certificate, 2008
Administration and Supervision Certificate, New York City Leadership Academy,
Aspiring Principals Program Certificate Bernard M. Baruch College, City University of
New York, 2004

ADDITIONAL TRAINING/ PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Advance Literacy Training, 2018
Learner-Centered Initiatives (LCI) Equity, Excellence, Empathy (E3), 2017-2018
Quality Teaching of English Learners (QTEL) Institute, WestEd, 2017
The NYSCOSS COUNCIL and LEAF Institute at Harvard, July 2015
Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence Seedlings Institute: RULER, July 2016
Advanced Education Leadership Training, Harvard, Cambridge, MA 2016
Wallace Foundation, Star Factor: Emotional Intelligence Training 2014-2015
Wallace Foundation Leadership Development and Training, 2014 - Present
Teachers College, Columbia University Reading and Writing Project, 1993-Present
PRESENTATIONS
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Espinal, R. (November, 2021) University Council for Educational Administration
(UCEA) Presenter on current research: The Wounded Educational Leader.
Espinal, R. (December, 2019) Co-Presenter with Dr. Eleanor Drago-Severson.
Learning Forward, Calibrating Leadership to Design learning: A

Developmental Approach
Espinal, R., Guest Scholar, Adult Development ORLD 5070, Urban UELP
Doctoral Students- Teachers College, Columbia University
Espinal, R., Guest Scholar for Doctoral Students in ORLA 7503-Advanced
Research Seminar, Teachers College, Columbia University

Espinal, R. (2016, October) How one Bronx District's Strategy for Supporting Early

Career Teachers and School Leaders Impacts Teacher Retention, Practice
and Student Learning, and Transforms Cultures of Teaching and Learning in
High Needs Schools, Council of the Great City Schools, Miami, FL
Espinal, R. (2016, February) Presenter & Honorary Guest for New Teacher Center
21st Annual Symposium Conference. District 12 Superintendent Strategy for
Teacher Mentoring, Retention and Leadership Development, Seattle, WA
Espinal, R. (2016, June) Raising Readers D12 Conference Keynote/ Presenter
Espinal, R. (2017, June) Raising Leaders, Readers & Writers, Bronx NY
Espinal, R. (2014-2018) Monthly Principals' Conferences: 48 Full Day Sessions in
Tiered Professional Development, Coaching, in Classrooms Across Schools
& Practical Settings (Bronx Zoo, South Street Seaport, Carry Leads Tennis)
Espinal, R. (2011-2014, Yearlong), NYCDOE OTE Summer and Yearlong School
Team Training (500+ Principals and their teams), New York, NY
Espinal, R. (2008-2009) Balanced Literacy in Elementary Schools; Basic Skills and
the Teaching of Reading; Reading & Writing Workshop in Middle (6-7
grade) and Junior High School (8 & 9 grade); Word Study in Pre-K-12;
Principal Strategies for Professional Development: Guided Reading in
Integrated Language Arts Classrooms; Special Education Adaptations; English
Learners Differentiation.
Espinal, R. Featured (2004 -2007) in New York Voices – A Year of Change:
Leadership in the Principal's Office, WNET New York, Channel 13
Espinal, R. (2004-2008; 2009-2012; 2012-2014) Monthly Teacher Professional
Development and Weekly Grade Meetings Focused on Instructional
Practices & Expectations
COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES/AWARDS
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------One of three Superintendent finalists in Miami-Dade County Public School
District—America's Fourth largest school district and the largest in Florida (FL),
serving 335,000 diverse students (January, 2022).
Diversity & First-Generation Speaker, Teachers College, Columbia University
Convocation Class of 2021 (1of 3 selected to read their first-generation letter).

Convocation Banner Bearer, Organization & Leadership, Teachers College,
Columbia University 2019
NYCDOE Emolior Academy Leadership Award, 2018
NYCDOE New York City Leadership Academy Distinguished Alumni Leadership
Award, 2017
NYCDOE Chancellor's Renewal Schools Steering Committee, 2014-2018
NYCDOE Chancellor's Superintendent Focus Group/Advisory, 2014-2018
NYCDOE New Teacher Center Advisory Committee, 2014-2018
Education Award 2011, The Children's Storefront: An independent school in
Harlem
Cahn Fellows Program for Distinguished Public School Principals, Selected as a
2008 Cahn Fellow, Columbia University
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------UCEA (University Council for Educational Administration)

AERA (American Education Research Association)
Learning Forward
New York State Council of School Superintendents (NYSCOSS)
Leadership for Education Achievement Foundation (LEAF)
Golden Key, National College Honor Society
Kappa Delta Pi, National Honor Society in Education

REFERENCES
Dr. Eleanor Drago-Severson
Professor, Education Leadership & Adult Learning and Leadership
Director, Ph.D. Program in Education Leadership
Teachers College, Columbia University
drago-severson@tc.edu
Dr. Dorita Gibson
Senior Deputy Chancellor, New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE)

(Supervisor when I was a Superintendent)
Dorita.gibson@verizon.net
Carmen Fariña
Former Chancellor, NYCDOE (Appointed me as a Superintendent)
farina.makingconnections@gmail.com
Dr. Marcia V. Lyles
Former Regional Superintendent & Deputy Chancellor (NYCDOE)
(Supervisor who appointed me as Principal), Retired Superintendent
mlyles1104@gmail.com
Joel Klein
Former Chancellor, NYCDOE
(Chancellor when I was appointed Principal at two different schools, I was asked to return to the
city and transform another school after transforming one in less than five years).
jiknks@aol.com
Bobbie D'Alessandro
Former Superintendent of Cambridge, MA & Lee County, Fl
bobbied25@comcast.net
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Reference for Dr. Rafaela Espinal
20 May 2022
Dear Colleagues, Members of the Search Committee,
It is my great pleasure to write in full, enthusiastic, and unqualified support of Dr. Rafaela Espinal and her
candidacy for appointment as Superintendent of the Orange County School District. Rafaela is a
visionary, transparent, and honest leader who inspires academic excellence and innovation, and promotes
high expectations for student and staff success and well-being. A passionate educational leader, a brilliant
educator, wise innovator, and eager learner, Rafaela would undoubtedly bring these same qualities to her
leadership as part of your school community. Rafaela is very excited about the possibility of leading your
exceptional District. Thank you, in advance, for considering what follows.
I have come to know Dr. Rafaela Espinal very well over the past five years. It is an honor to write this
recommendation on her behalf. Let me first say that I have met many superintendents and principals
throughout the United States and around the world and have worked closely with them over years and
often decades at a time—and, I can say without reservation that Dr. Rafaela Espinal is absolutely
extraordinary. That I know for sure—and you will sense it right away within minutes of meeting her.
Rafaela possesses a rare combination of a brilliant mind and a compassionate heart in addition to her nonnegotiable moral compass and high ethics. On top of all of that, she is an exceptional instructional leader
who not only has a proven track record of raising achievement in remarkable ways—but also has the
capacity to bring educators together on behalf of a mission. She has accomplished so much already in her
life—and she is committed to doing more. When I say that Dr. Rafaela Espinal is second to none, I mean
that with all my heart. I elaborate more in what follows. Put simply, Rafaela would be a gift to all in your
community. She is the real thing.
Rafaela and I first met in 2016 at a New York City Superintendent Workshop I was leading for the
districts on a developmental approach to leading change together and feedback for growth. I was then—
and remain—struck by her brilliance, leadership capacity, generosity of heart and mind, care, and
instructional expertise—so much so that I encouraged her to apply to our Urban Educators Leaders
Doctoral Program (UELP) at Teachers College (TC), Columbia University. She did. And, among our
faculty, she was a top pick for the cohort, which began in 2017. I have worked closely with her as a
mentor, dissertation sponsor, co-presenter at Learning Forward’s Annual Conference and now, as her
colleague. I have seen her operate in many contexts, managing a wide variety of academic, research, and
educational challenges, over an extended time. I know her very well.
One of the tremendous privileges of teaching at Teachers College is the opportunity to select doctoral
students from an extraordinary population of talent. I have chosen to work with Rafaela every chance I
could. I have also had the tremendous honor of working closely with Rafaela as her teacher in an
advanced qualitative research courses during which Rafaela’s skills as a leader, researcher—and writer—
were evident—and a leadership for adult development course for Rafaela and her cohort of educational
leaders. In each of these contexts, Rafaela was a standout. Such an extended and varied relationship is
simultaneously a statement as to how highly I regard Rafaela and my admiration for her competencies,
exquisite leadership, and extraordinary skills.
By way of context for this letter, I offer the following. From 1996-2005, I was honored to teach
introductory and advanced qualitative research methods courses and leadership for adult development
classes to masters and doctoral students at Harvard’s Graduate School of Education (HGSE) and also at
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Harvard’s Extension School. In 2005 I joined Columbia University’s Teachers College to assist in
building a qualitative research sequence for doctoral students and to teach leadership courses aimed at
supporting adult’s personal and professional learning and development in a variety of contexts, schools
and districts. My research investigates practices that support adult development in K-12, university, Adult
Basic Education, medical education, and for-profit contexts. I have the honor of working with districts,
district level teams, schools within districts, and leaders as well as coaching superintendents, principals,
district level leaders, and teacher leaders across the United States and internationally. In light of these
wonderful opportunities to collaborate with leaders over extended periods of time, and as a facilitator,
developmental psychologist, leadership development consultant, developmental coach, and qualitative
methodologist, I feel I am in a good position to speak to the strengths and qualities that Rafaela brings to
her leadership.

While there are a number of Rafaela’s qualities that I would like to highlight for the committee’s review,
the first are her courage, wisdom, emotional—intellect, and her action-oriented stance. My leadership for
adult development class focused on the theory and practice of supporting adult growth in organizations
and systems—and Rafaela eagerly leaned into learning about the importance of balancing developmental
supports and challenges when working with adults, caring for the whole person as a leader, and
leveraging collaboration as a holding environment for reciprocal growth. Rafaela is passionate about and
dedicated to enhancing and building learning in districts, schools, and individuals across roles and
functions.
In her extraordinary dissertation, The Wounded Educational Leader: How Six Superintendents Describe
and Understand a Wounding Experience, Rafaela conducted an in-depth study and arrived at findings that
have a positive impact on helping school systems better support superintendents. Her work also arrived at
recommendations that will contribute to the study of educational leadership and implications for future
research and superintendent development. Her study was accepted to be presented at the University
Council of Education Administrators (UCEA), where she shared her work with scholars and leaders in the
field. Rafaela has also been invited to speak as a guest scholar at Columbia University and various
additional contexts.
Following are additional strengths Rafaela brings to her leadership:
• Dr. Rafaela has a strong moral compass that is rooted in justice and equality. She has been a
teacher, staff developer, coach, principal, central director, and most recently a community school
district superintendent in the poorest congressional district in the United States of America,
District 12 in the Bronx, New York. In her various roles, Rafaela has worked steadfastly to ensure
that all students get the best education possible by setting clear and high expectations both as a
teacher and a leader. She leads by fostering continued transparency, trust, and support from the
school community.
• In her leadership roles, Rafaela has consistently demonstrated the ability to enhance academic
achievement and social development, focusing on student-centeredness in all decisions, especially
in identifying and closing or narrowing the gaps in student achievement and opportunity. In
addition to her steadfast commitment to and support of students, earlier in her career Rafaela’s
classroom served as a model classroom and she was a coach for other teachers across the grades.
• Rafaela’s successful collaborations with teachers led to the honor of being invited to be a member
of the first class of the New York Leadership Academy, where she was selected as one of three
principals that was shadowed by Channel 13 for a documentary on New York Voices.
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As her CV indicates, Rafaela was next called upon to turn around a failing school by
implementing a coherent child-centered curriculum and a robust professional development plan
for teachers.
Rafaela also has experience recruiting and maintaining exceptional staff for the district and
schools. In four years, she transformed the school and was asked to do the same in a second
school. In her roles at the New York City Department of Education, she has increased student
learning while building teacher and staff capacity.
Rafaela is a strong communicator in a changing educational and political environment. This
shines through in her verbal communications and in her writing. She is also an extraordinary
listener. As but one example, these skills were evident when Rafaela utilized my developmental
frameworks to support 36 principals in her district in understanding how to build developmental
capacity. She encourages all voices and viewpoints to be a part of the community dialogue.
Rafaela is able to delegate and oversee the work of staff (i.e., leading by example—modeling)
and appropriately maintain accountability. For example, I know that Rafaela did some of the
turnkey work of using my book Tell Me So I Can Hear You, to help principals and assistant
principals understand feedback from a developmental approach as part of a four-year plan
focused on building principals’ understanding in giving and receiving feedback as a leverage to
improve their practice. In fact, Rafaela let me know that she “modeled professional development
practices for leaders so that they could, in turn, do the same for staff.” This included: creating
nurturing environments for professional development and paying attention to details (e.g., having
journals, notebooks, pens, healthy snacks, strategic activities), purposeful differentiation—and
modeling a gradual release of responsibility. For example, she engaged in a cycle of sessions
focused on crafting, sharing, and delivering and giving feedback. Rafaela shared that when she
“visited their schools, [she] would look for evidence that they were engaging in observation and
feedback cycles and evidence of the practices shared as next steps in the classrooms.”
Rafaela consistently promotes a positive and professional environment that includes mutual trust
and respect among faculty, staff, administrators, and Board. Another example of Rafaela’s
dedication to supporting principal development and their instructional practice was when she led
the way for her district to engage in a series of sessions based on my book Leading Change
Together. Rafaela has served as a model leading the district and facilitating meetings and
conferences where the staff was immersed in literacy. In addition, she provided and read
professional articles, and engaged in discussions and reflective writing during each meeting. I am
confident that she will bring these same qualities to your school or district, and all in your care.
Rafaela has experience with effective management and planning practices that will benefit the
district. She co-presented with me at Learning Forward, where we presented an interactive
session bridging theory and practice in adult learning to develop school leaders’ capacity and
sustainability. Two major goals of our work together were 1-To understand how principals of
adult learning support increasing leadership capacity and impact system transformation, and 2Examine how a district can serve as a model for school leaders, and in turn, principals model
learning through reflective practice and personal growth, through a focus on improving the
supervision of instruction and teacher development. Rafaela shared how she implemented
principles of adult learning in the district that she led for four years.

I believe that your community will greatly benefit from a strong instructional leader like Rafaela. Rafaela
and her leadership will make valuable and meaningful contributions that will continue to raise academic
achievement, bring people together, and build capacity in schools and your exceptional district.
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Rafaela is passionate about her leadership and has thought carefully about applying for this important
leadership position. She is intrinsically motivated and dedicated. Rafaela is a wise, thoughtful, loving,
caring, respected, and truly brilliant leader. Her big heart and big mind (a powerful combination) radiate
within moments of meeting her. I have taught close to 1,000 graduate students—doctoral and masters—
over the past thirty years—and truly believe that Rafaela is a SHINING STAR. I am extremely confident
that Rafaela will make a difference in service to your fine District and continue to share her Light with the
greater world we all seek to better understand and build.
In concluding this letter, I offer my most personal comments. Rafaela brings out the best in people and
their work. Her energy seems (and is) boundless. People want to collaborate with Rafaela. Dr. Espinal
helps educators and educational leaders to become their best and to do their very best on behalf of
children, families, and communities. She is brilliant—and uses her Light to help others grow. Rafaela is
an exceptionally highly qualified, deeply experienced, extremely competent, extraordinary leader and an
ethical, rigorous, thoughtful, magnanimous human being. She is the real thing—and one of the finest
human beings and leaders I have ever met. Really. Dr. Espinal will be an exceptional leader, a grower of
the growers in your fine district, and a great and selfless contributor to your district and its future.
Thank you very much for your careful attention to my recommendation. I would be pleased to discuss
with you any questions you may have about Rafaela’s candidacy. I wish you every success in your
deliberations, and should Dr. Rafaela Espinal be honored by this appointment, I think you will come to
feel very wise about your selection. If I can be of help in other ways, my cell is 617.852.3590.

With gratitude,

Eleanor Drago-Severson
Professor, Education Leadership & Adult Learning and Leadership
Director, PhD Program in Education Leadership
Teachers College, Columbia University
drago-severson@tc.edu
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DEPARTMENT OF ORGANIZATION AND LEADERSHIP
PROGRAMS IN EDUCATION LEADERSHIP

April 11, 2022
To whom it concerns:
It is my distinct pleasure to write this letter of support for Dr. Rafaela Espinal’s candidacy in your
school district. Rafaela was my student for three years in the Urban Education Leaders Program
(UELP) at Teachers College, Columbia University, and more recently I served as a member of her
dissertation committee. In the time I have known her, Dr. Espinal has impressed me as a
knowledgeable and passionate educator as well as a dedicated and skilled leader.
Dr. Espinal possesses the leadership ability to respond to the challenges and opportunities presented
by a diverse student body and community. Her experience in the New York City Department of
Education combined with her studies in UELP have positioned Rafaela to navigate the intersection
of theory and practice in ways that make a real difference for students, educators and families.
Above all, it is Rafaela’s deep and abiding sense of social justice and equity that drives her practice.
This powerful moral core leads her to make decisions in ways that prize the student experience as
she is an advocate for ALL children in her district. Her student-centered philosophy turns out to be
critical in designing policies and practices that serve to identify and close opportunity and
achievement gaps that too often burden historically disadvantaged populations.
She also knows how to manage a district. That is, all the great ideas one has can sometimes get lost
in operational ineptitude, but that clearly is not an issue for Dr. Espinal. She has excellent
experience in recruiting and retaining high quality faculty and staff and has carefully developed and
overseen budgets that represent the goals and objectives of a district. Rafaela is a talented supervisor
who, while being supportive of staff, is not afraid of making the tough personnel decisions when
they are warranted.
I believe that Rafaela has demonstrated her interest and ability to forge strong relationships with
stakeholders in a district, including the business community, School Board members and other
municipal officials. In all her work, she promotes a culture of high expectations and models that
behavior and those standards herself.
In sum, I am confident in recommending Dr. Rafaela for your consideration. She is a leader who
will strengthen your district and make your community proud. If I may be of further assistance as
you consider her candidacy, please do not hesitate to contact me.
Sincerely,

Jeffrey M. Young, Ed.D.
Professor of Practice in Education Leadership
Director, Programs in Education Leadership
525 W E S T 1 2 0 T H S T R E E T, B O X 6 7 , N E W Y O R K , N Y 1 0 0 2 7
•EMAIL:JYOUNG@TC.COLUMBIA.EDU•
PHONE:(212)678-8329
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Dr. Rafaela Espinal is distinctly qualified to lead your district as Superintendent. Now, more than
ever, we need experienced, committed leaders who will boldly lead through challenging times, always
seizing the opportunities, always keeping her eyes on the prize, our children’s future. Over the past
decade, I have witnessed the evolution of her leadership and continue to be impressed with her
dedication to the pursuit of excellence and equity. I have no doubt that she, and the district, will soar.
Dr. Espinal and I first met in 2004, when, as a graduate of the first class of the New York City
Leadership Academy, she was appointed Principal of PS 147K, an elementary school in Brooklyn that had
recently come under my supervision. The Leadership Academy was created to cultivate the next
generation of talented educational leaders who were committed to overturning the inequitable
outcomes of chronically low performing schools. PS 147K was one such school, Dr. Espinal was one such
leader.
Dr. Espinal inherited a school that had suffered years of neglect. Student performance on
standardized assessments was among the lowest in the district, the facility was in disarray, resources
were used inefficiently, there was little to no parent engagement and morale was low. Within one year
teacher attendance improved, there was a renewed focus on creating a student-centered environment
and parents were now encouraged to become true partners. By the time she left on 2008 she had
substantially improved standardized test results in math and literacy, effective innovative instructional
practices had become the norm, continuous learning for all was an expectation and the School Progress
Report, which was initially ranked F, achieved three consecutive A’s. Each School Quality Review, which
assesses instructional and organizational health, student support and community engagement was rated
Well Developed under her watch.
The universe of educational leaders is surprisingly small, and even when Dr. Espinal was no
longer under my supervision, I continued to monitor and applaud the work she accomplished on behalf
of children, and while I was sorry when she left the NYC system I was thrilled for the children of NYC
when she returned. We reconnected several years ago when she was a doctoral student at Teachers
College and District Superintendent in the Bronx. I was not surprised that she was now an even more
successful leader, leading schools in one of the most challenging districts in NYC to never before
achieved heights. The results speak for themselves.
Over the years, Dr. Espinal has earned a reputation for fostering positive human relations and
creating synergy around issues related to excellence and equity. She has worked tirelessly to support
students, staff, families and communities. She is a visionary leader and a demonstrated successful
instructional leader. She is an innovative thinker and problem solver. She is willing go above and beyond
to support the success of all children.
I have every confidence that she will excel in this role if given the opportunity. It is my belief
that her previous experiences and success, on the school level and District level, her educational
accomplishments and desire for all children to have an opportunity to excel, and her empathy, tenacity
and determination to continue to learn and grow will enable her to be an extraordinary leader.

These times demand nothing less. If you have additional questions you may contact me at
mlyles1104@gmail.com

Marcia V. Lyles, Ed.D.
Retired
Former Superintendent:
Jersey City Public Schools, 2012-2019,
Christina School District, 2009-2012,
Deputy Chancellor, NYCDOE, 2007-2009

