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Dear Honorable Chairwoman Williams and Members of Committee, 

 Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony to you on student achievement and concerns I 
have about the current situation in our public schools specifically the impact it is having on our student’s 
mental health and student achievement.  

 My name is Elaine Cluff. I am a mother of four children with one still school age. In May of 
2020, I graduated with my degree in Elementary Education and then moved to Lenexa, Ks. and the 
Shawnee Mission School District. Due to this being in the middle of the pandemic and school being 
remote, I decided to wait a year to learn more about the school districts before looking for a teaching 
position and this allowed me to be home with my son. I quickly realized that I could not teach in any 
district in Johnson County or have my son participate in public education any longer.  

On February 8th of this year, I spent the day listening to my 8th grade son and his classmates 
trying to come to terms with the suicide of one of their classmates. Just a few months prior, sophomores 
in Blue Valley were doing the same thing. At the end of October, Olathe lost 2 of their high school 
students within a week of one another. Over the past year, I have been to several school board meetings in 
Johnson County where mental health professionals explained that they are being overwhelmed with 
referrals and they cannot keep up. Parents have shared how their children are developing eating disorders, 
are harming themselves by cutting, or that their child is so full of stress and anxiety that they are 
scratching themselves raw. We have heard reports that there has been a substantial increase of children 
being admitted to the hospital for self-harm or suicide ideation. In May of this year, I asked the Shawnee 
Mission School District if they have followed the increase in referrals to mental health 
professionals, have they tracked the increase in calls to suicide hotlines, have they looked at how 
many students in our district and county have committed suicide? I cannot find any type of 
tracking on a local, county, state, or national level but we can see that there is something 
happening with our student’s mental health which is impacting student achievement and we need 
to ask why. 

 To really understand what is happening in our schools regarding student achievement and their 
mental health, you must look at SEL, Deep Equity training, which go hand and hand, and the actual 
assignments our students are being asked to complete. In the KESA OVT Spring 2020 report, the 
Shawnee Mission School District stated that “the deep equity work is connected to SEL which is 
connected to increasing student achievement.” I started the Corwin Deep Equity Training while 
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student teaching and could spend months talking about this topic, but I will give a brief 
overview. Throughout these trainings teachers are told that they are inherently racist, that 
students are not achieving because of their implicit and unconscious biases, and that their 
classrooms are equal to a police state where students must give up a piece of their identity when 
they enter the classroom. Teachers are told that white people are racist and oppressors, that 
students of color are victims, and every interaction needs to be examined through a racial lens. 
The training leads to the teacher using their classrooms as a platform for activism. Teachers are 
instructed to observe their peers to ensure they are utilizing this training in their classrooms and 
are required to report back to the administrators. The facilitators are trained on how to deal with 
their peers who do not agree with the training to get them on board or to remove them. This 
creates a very hostile environment for the teachers that seeps into the classroom, and many are 
leaving the profession because of this. Through the deep equity program, they have started 
affinity groups that are segregated by race. The next step in this training is to start the Youth 
Equity Stewardship Program which Shawnee Mission will start in the Spring of 2022.  

 While Social Emotional Learning has always been part of a well-rounded education, 
these programs have moved from learning social skills, to teaching our children what to think 
and how to feel. Through SEL, we are telling our students that there are specific things they 
should care about, have empathy for. Through SEL, we are asking our children to constantly 
self-reflect on their thoughts, actions, and feelings. They are also asked to complete Panorama 
surveys under SEL that ask very personal and intrusive questions of our students, as well, they 
are collecting and storing this personal data. SEL is part of Kansas State Standards, but how can 
you standardize emotions and behaviors? Who decides what attributes and behaviors should be 
taught or which are appropriate? Then we are adding on Positive Behavior Intervention Systems 
that use public shaming to drive positive behavior. Right now, there is a push for schools to 
focus more on SEL attributes than on academics with little data supporting that SEL does 
improve student achievement. However, it is placing undue pressure on our children to act or 
behave in specific ways.  

Through their assignments, you can see how deep equity and SEL are being used together 
to promote activism in the classroom. They are asked to watch a documentary on whiteness and 
reflect on it. They are asked about policing in America and defunding the police. They are asked 
to research George Floyd, Black Lives Matter, what is racism and create projects. These are very 
politicized, divisive topics being pushed on our children in the classroom. So, how can our 
students have academic success when we are putting so much stress on them? We are sending 
them to school where are they are being taught that they need to worry about racism, sexism, 
gender inequality. Students are being told that they are privileged, or a victim based on the color 
of their skin or their sexuality or their gender identity. Our students are being encouraged to take 
a stand on these issues even if it goes against their beliefs.  

 Our districts are spending 100’s of thousands of dollars on deep equity training and SEL 
programs citing that this is the answer to increasing student achievement without providing any 
evidence that it is working. Instead of seeing an improvement in student achievement, we are 



seeing a decline in the mental well-being of our children, and we need to address what is causing 
it.  

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony on student achievement and mental 
health. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

Elaine Cluff 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Attachments 

https://resources.finalsite.net/images/v1603986120/smsdorg/thfdtjukksk1qurky9ov/ShawneeMis
sionSchoolDistrictOVTReportSpring2020.pdf  

https://www.smsd.org/families/diversity-and-equity 

Examples of Teacher Training Sessions 

SMSD 2019-2020 

• IMPLICIT BIAS' relationship to setting Expectations for students: Participants will 
learn what Implicit Bias is and is now, how Implicit Bias helps and hurts us, how Implicit 
Bias is formed, how Implicit Bias impacts our expectations for students, how to 
recognize and manage the Influence of Implicit Bias. Mindfulness And Conscious De-
Biasing.  

• Lens of Differences: This workshop will help participants understand how to suspend 
their own vision of the world and take on the perspective of others in an effort to make 
sense of the differences that often are the source of conflict and divide.  

• INTERSECTIONALITY OF RACE & POVERTY in EDUCATION: Some evidence 
suggests that the intersection of race and social class information influences (a) 
stereotype expression, (b) categorization, (c) impressions, (d) prejudice, and (e) 
discrimination, revealing common links between Blackness and low social class and 
Whiteness and high social class in at least the United States. This workshop will illustrate 
that intersectionality and how it impacts educational outcomes for students.  

Professional Learning Workshops - Shawnee Mission School District (smsd.org) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://resources.finalsite.net/images/v1603986120/smsdorg/thfdtjukksk1qurky9ov/ShawneeMissionSchoolDistrictOVTReportSpring2020.pdf
https://resources.finalsite.net/images/v1603986120/smsdorg/thfdtjukksk1qurky9ov/ShawneeMissionSchoolDistrictOVTReportSpring2020.pdf
https://www.smsd.org/families/diversity-and-equity
https://www.smsd.org/families/diversity-and-equity/professional-learning-workshops


 

 

Screen shots from Corwin Deep Equity Training for staff 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 



 

*CRT is referencing Culturally Responsive Teaching  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Youth Equity Stewardship Program (YES!) starting Spring of 2022 in SMSD 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Homework Examples from Shawnee Mission Northwest High School 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



Affinity Groups (Began Spring 2021 in Shawnee Mission School District) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



https://sites.google.com/scusd.edu/antiracistclassroom/home 

 

 

 

https://sites.google.com/scusd.edu/antiracistclassroom/home


Panorama Surveys Actual Questions 





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Compared to what the school says the questions are like  

 







 

 

 


