Polk Education Association-PAC
School Board Endorsement Questionnaire

Candidate Name: Kate Wallace

Address: 950 Square Lake Dr, Bartow, FL 33830

Phone #: kate@kateforkids.com — prefer email

Employment: Director, State Government Affairs, Spectrum and Board Member, District 3 — Polk County
Public Schools

Community Organizations: United Way of Central Florida — Community Investment Team, Polk Vision
Smart Communities and Literacy Committee member, Polk County Gator Club board member, Junior
League of Greater Lakeland (former Board Member), Leadership Florida — Education Class V member,
Polk County Charter Review Team (former member), IDEA Public Schools Florida Fiduciary Board
member, Lakeland Economic Development Council High Skill-High Wage Committee member, Lakeland
Chamber Advocacy Committee member, Winter Haven Chamber member, lifelong member of First
Presbyterian Church of Bartow

Campaign Information

Headquarters Address: 527 East Park Ave, Tallahassee, FL 32301
Headquarters Telephone: 850-404-1000

Campaign Chairperson: n/a

Campaign Treasurer: Noreen Farmer

School Board District: 3

1. What are your reasons for seeking a seat on the School Board and what assets do you bring to the
position? | am seeking to retain the seat | currently hold, having been appointed to the Polk County
School Board, District 3 by Governor Ron DeSantis in November of 2025. But my reasons for running
go back much further than my appointment. | grew up in Bartow attending Polk County public
schools, the daughter of community leaders who modeled servant-hearted civic engagement from
my earliest years. My father helped organize the effort to bring the International Baccalaureate
Programme to Bartow High School — the same program | would go on to graduate from. That early
lesson, that engaged citizens can change the trajectory of their community's schools, has driven
everything | have done professionally since. Bottom line: | am a Polk County native and PCPS
product who has chosen to stay, to invest, and to fight for this community. | am not running to build
a political career. | am running because | believe every Polk County child deserves access to an
excellent education, and | am uniquely positioned to help make that a reality.

2. If there is an opponent for your seat, why are you the best choice for a seat on the School Board? /
am the most experienced, knowledgeable, and connected candidate in this race, full stop. The assets
| bring to this position are threefold. First, | bring policy expertise. | have worked on K-12 education
reform at the local, state and national levels for nearly 15 years. | understand how funding formulas
work, how legislation gets passed, and how to advocate effectively for Polk County students in
Tallahassee. Second, | bring relationships. When | call the Florida Department of Education, the
legislature, or the Governor's office, those calls get returned. That access will translate directly into
results for Polk County families. That means being effective not just at advancing policies that
benefit Polk County, like attracting more equitable funding for our district, but also at stopping
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proposals that would be harmful to our schools and our families before they gain traction. Third, |
bring business acumen. As the daughter of the founder of Bartow's largest private employer and
having worked at the executive level for two Fortune 100 corporations, Walmart and Spectrum, |
understand how large organizations allocate resources, manage operations, and deliver results
efficiently. It should also be noted: by the time the winner of this race is seated in November, | will
have served 12 months as an appointed board member, giving me a working knowledge of district
operations, budget processes, and board governance that both of my opponents would lack on day
one.

What specific solutions do you have for improving student behavior in our schools? While |
consider improving student behavior to be a core responsibility of the superintendent and his staff, |
am well aware this is one of the most pressing concerns facing our teachers and schools, and | agree
there is much more that needs to be done to provide relief to our educators and ensure our
students' learning does not suffer.

My current understanding of the problem is largely based on conversations with teachers, parents
and community members, and | would want to deepen that understanding through data and direct
engagement with school staff before prescribing specific district-wide solutions. That said, here are
the directions | intend to pursue as a board member:

o  First, earlier and more comprehensive screening for learning disabilities, including dyslexia, as
well as routine hearing and vision testing. A significant number of behavioral problems in the
classroom trace back to undiagnosed learning challenges, and catching these issues early saves
both students and teachers an enormous amount of difficulty down the road.

e Second, stronger and more consistent accountability for poor behavior. Students should
understand that their choices have real consequences, including the loss of privileges such as
extracurricular participation, special events and assemblies, for those who persistently fail to
meet behavioral and academic expectations. Accountability that is threatened but never
enforced teaches students exactly the wrong lesson.

e Third, giving principals greater flexibility to deploy additional support staff to handle
disruptive behavior during instructional time. Every minute a teacher spends managing a
behavioral incident is instructional time lost for every other student in the room.

e Fourth, ensuring that participation in district choice programs, whether magnet, controlled
open enrollment, or otherwise, is contingent on meeting the academic and behavioral
expectations of those programs. Access to space-limited choice options offered by the district is
a privilege that should be earned and maintained.

e Fifth, exploring increased reinstatement of structured consequences such as work detail and
detention for older students as meaningful and immediate accountability tools.
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What specific solutions do you have for addressing the severe shortage of qualified educators
facing our district?

Addressing the educator shortage requires a multi-pronged approach, and | want to be direct about
where | think we need to start.

First and foremost, we need a dynamic, qualified principal in every school. The research is
unambiguous: schools with strong principals who build cultures of excellence and belonging retain
their teachers. Schools with weak leadership bleed good teachers regardless of pay. Keeping
excellent principals on campus should also be a financial priority. In my view, an outstanding
building principal should out-earn their counterparts in the central office.

Second, | believe we should explore additional pathways for teacher compensation that reward
effectiveness, subject matter expertise and mentorship alongside our existing structures. High-
need subjects, high-performing classrooms and teachers who invest in developing their colleagues
represent exactly the kind of excellence we should be finding ways to recognize and reward. | would
like to work collaboratively with the PEA to explore what those pathways might look like.

Third, we need to pay all of our teachers more, and to do that we have to address one of our
largest and most underexamined cost centers: our employee health care plan. Last year, Polk
County's claims significantly exceeded what we would expect for a district our size, and addressing
that gap could meaningfully free up dollars for teacher compensation. Investing in wellness
programs and preventive care incentives helps our employees make smarter health decisions,
reduces costs, and redirects savings directly into the classroom.

What experience do you have in education policy and specifically working with people in other
political roles and or state roles? How are you going to advocate for public education among other
governmental bodies? My experience in education policy is deeper and broader than any other
candidate in this race.

| spent nearly a decade working with a national education reform organization, advancing student-
centered K-12 reforms across Florida and nine southern states. That work took me into state
capitols, legislative committee rooms, and education agency offices across the Southeast, where |
worked alongside governors, commissioners of education, legislators, and their staffs to advance
policies in early literacy, accelerated college readiness and expanded educational opportunity. | did
not just observe that process. | was an active participant in it, drafting policy language, building
coalitions, and moving legislation.

One of my proudest accomplishments was my literacy advocacy in Mississippi from 2012 to 2013,
where | helped lay the groundwork for comprehensive K-3 reading legislation that the New York
Times has since called the Mississippi Miracle, one of the most remarkable academic turnarounds in
American public education history. Florida led the way on early literacy policy, and | was part of the
team that helped spread those gains to other states. | have literally helped teach other states how
to improve reading outcomes for their students.
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Closer to home, | helped bring the Junior Achievement 3DE Program to two Polk County high
schools, giving students access to a nationally recognized experiential learning model that connects
classroom instruction to real world career pathways. | also played a central role in bringing the
Junior Achievement Barnett Family Discovery Center to Tenoroc High School, including working to
secure Spectrum as a founding donor of that initiative. | was also a driving force behind the district's
2022 operational efficiency audit.

In my current role, | work with Florida legislators, legislative staff, and state agency officials, giving
me an active and current presence in Tallahassee. My work expanding broadband access across Polk
County has also given me deep working relationships with the Polk County Commission and with city
commissions, councils and mayors across the county. Those local government relationships matter
because the school district does not operate in a vacuum.

As for how | will advocate for public education among other governmental bodies: | will use the
relationships | have spent two decades building to make the case for Polk County students, teachers
and families. When the legislature is considering funding formulas, | will be in the room. When the
Department of Education is setting policy, | will have a voice. When Polk County needs a champion
in Tallahassee, | will be there.

How will you work with other people that have differing viewpoints to ensure there is a
collaborative environment on the board? Provide examples of when you have done that in
previous roles. Collaboration across differing viewpoints is not something | am learning on the job. It
is something | have practiced throughout my entire career.

Perhaps my clearest example is my work expanding access to high-speed broadband across several
Florida counties. Connecting more than 11,000 previously underserved Polk County households with
high-speed internet required building partnerships with county and city commissioners, state
lawmakers, state grant administrators, community organizations and local advocates of every
political background. Nobody in that coalition agreed on everything, but we all agreed that families
and students deserved access to the connectivity they needed to participate fully in today's
economy and education system. That shared conviction made the collaboration work.

As a board member of the Junior League of Greater Lakeland, | worked alongside women of varying
political backgrounds and community priorities to advance civic initiatives that required genuine
consensus and compromise, including our many book distributions in some of Lakeland’s highest-
needs public schools.

As a sitting board member, | navigate differing viewpoints every time | sit down with my colleagues
to craft policy. My goal in every board conversation is not to win the argument. It is to reach the
best possible decision for Polk County students and families. That is the kind of board member |
have been, and it is the kind of board member | intend to remain.

4 - Wallace



Public schools have rigorous accountability measures to ensure tax dollars are being utilized in the
best way possible to educate all students. What are your thoughts about private and charter
schools receiving tax dollars without the same accountability measures in place as our public
schools? | believe in accountability for all schools that receive public dollars, including charter and
private schools participating in state scholarship programs. Families and taxpayers deserve
transparency and results regardless of where a child is educated. That is a principle | will always
support.

But | would also gently invoke Matthew 7:3, which asks why we look at the speck in our brother's
eye while ignoring the plank in our own. Before we place our focus on the accountability of charter
and private schools, | think it is worth asking some hard questions closer to home.

Polk County operates under-enrolled schools that are expensive to run and that cost significantly
more per pupil than our fully enrolled schools. We have kept chronically low-performing schools
open year after year, despite their failure to deliver results for students, and those schools are often
among our most expensive to operate, compounding the cost of their underperformance. A private
or charter school cannot survive without sufficient enrollment and parental confidence. In that
sense, they face a form of market accountability that our traditional public schools do not.

| would also point out that as an exurban county, we likely lose as many or more students to A-rated
public schools in neighboring counties as we do to private and charter options within Polk. Those are
families who live here, pay property taxes and sales taxes to Polk County schools, and have made
the difficult decision to drive their children elsewhere.

The most powerful answer to concerns about charter and private school accountability is not to
restrict those options. It is to make our own public schools so excellent that families choose them
first. That is what | am committed to doing. And | would genuinely ask: would the PEA consider
joining me in shining a light on the per-pupil spending disparities that exist between certain
campuses in our own district? That is a conversation | believe we could have together, and one that
could make a real difference for students and teachers alike.

What ideas do you have that would bring more resources, financial or otherwise, to our
community? My approach to bringing more resources to Polk County starts with a fact that too few
people in Tallahassee fully appreciate: Polk County is the only school district in America with more
than 100,000 students that lacks an urban core. Every other district our size benefits from the
density, commercial development and tax base that comes with a major city center. Polk does not.
That structural disadvantage is baked into our funding reality every single year, and it is long past
time for our state funding formula to account for it. | intend to make that case loudly and
persistently to the legislators and Department of Education officials who have the power to address
it, and | have the relationships to get those conversations started at the highest levels.

| also plan to leverage relationships | have cultivated with nationally recognized grant funders and
researchers in the education reform space to attract philanthropic attention and investment to Polk
County. There is significant capital flowing into public education reform across the country, and Polk
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County's unique profile as a large, diverse, exurban district with tremendous room for growth makes
a compelling case to the right funders.

Finally, my work at Spectrum has shown me what is possible when you bring the right partners to
the table. Securing millions in rural broadband grants for Polk County required building coalitions
across government, business and community sectors. | intend to bring that same approach to bear
on behalf of our schools.

What is your opinion of a unionized workforce? How would you support the roles and
relationships between our employee union and the Superintendent/District Staff? My sincere
hope is that the overwhelming majority of our employees would feel so satisfied with their working
conditions, their compensation, and the culture of their schools that they would not feel a pressing
need for union representation. That has been the experience in much of the private sector, where
unionization has declined not because workers were forced out but because employers worked hard
to make it unnecessary. | believe that is a worthy goal for any large employer, including a school
district.

That said, | fully and unequivocally respect the rights of our employees to organize and to be
represented. | will always work lawfully, collaboratively and cooperatively with the PEA and district
staff to ensure that our employees are heard, that agreements are honored, and that the working
relationship between the union and district leadership is productive and respectful. Our teachers
and staff deserve nothing less, and Polk County students are best served when that relationship is
healthy.

What would a PEA-PAC endorsement mean to you? How would you publicize the support of PEA-
PAC for your candidacy? A PEA-PAC endorsement is not the thing | am most focused on in this race.
What | am focused on is demonstrating, through conversations like this one, that | am a board
member who takes educators seriously, who shows up, who listens, and who will work
collaboratively and lawfully with the PEA even when we do not see everything the same way.

| participated in this process because | respect the role the PEA plays in advocating for its members,
and because | believe the best working relationships are built on honest dialogue rather than
transactional politics.

| am the candidate in this race who is best positioned to win. | currently hold this seat and have the
most advantages of all the candidates. Pragmatically speaking, it is worth considering what a
productive working relationship with the person most likely to be your board member for the next
four years could look like, and whether this is the moment to begin building it.

Whether or not that earns an endorsement, | hope this conversation earns something more durable:

a working relationship built on mutual respect and a shared commitment to what is best for Polk
County students and the educators who serve them every day.
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