
“In our first Educational Advisory Committee
meeting, the students blew our minds. 

These students are our guides. 
This is their world, their future. 

We need to follow what they are telling us.”

–Superintendent James Symonds

CENTERING STUDENT VOICES TO
ELEVATE PORTRAIT OF A
GRADUATE COMPETENCIES

Partnering with California’s education leaders to
make lifelong success a reality for all students

SAN GABRIEL USD:

ABOUT SAN GABRIEL USD

San Gabriel USD (SGUSD), located 10 miles
east of downtown LA in the historic and
culturally rich city of San Gabriel, serves 4,614
students, TK-12, including 47% Asian, 40%
Latino, with 73% qualifying for Federal
free/reduced lunch. The district includes five
elementary schools—two of which are Dual 
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Across California, over 100 school districts have
engaged their local community members to
redefine student success in the form of a
Graduate Profile or Learner Portrait. The Portrait
serves as a North Star with the power and
potential to drive transformational change. Each
district is on its own unique journey to
operationalize their Portrait in a way that builds
on local assets, caters to their local needs, and
aligns with organizational values and norms.
Scaling Student Success has published a series
of briefs designed to elevate those stories,
inspire leaders, and inform the field.

Language Immersion (Mandarin, Spanish)—that
feed into one middle school, and one
comprehensive and one alternative high school. 

The SGUSD vision is to “prepare all students for
their future by fostering and practicing the core
competencies of our Portrait of a Graduate to
positively impact the world.”

PORTRAIT OF A GRADUATE JOURNEY

SGUSD’s Portrait of a Graduate (PoG)
adoption process began in 2018, after a group
of SGUSD educators attended an EdLeader21
Portrait of a Graduate conference. According
to Superintendent Jim Symonds, what they
learned “turned the lights on” for their team. "It
was the first time we saw a coherent, student-
centered framework that aligned completely
with the hopes we held for our students’
futures" says Superintendent Symonds. They
realized at that point that a Portrait of a
Graduate could be the unifying North Star—
grounding a shared definition of success in
whole-child development and providing a clear
path to bring their aspirations to life. That led
to the formation of a 75-member community-
wide Educational Advisory Committee (EAC).
Just as the COVID pandemic hit in 2019, the
EAC adopted its Portrait of a Graduate (PoG)
designed to address the needs of all students
and empower them to thrive. It focused on six
competencies (creative thinker, collaborator,
global citizen, empathetic, communicator, and
resilient) and became their North Star, through
the pandemic and beyond. This led to
elevating student voice, shifting instruction,
and modifying learning spaces.

INTRODUCTION

https://scalingstudentsuccess.org/why-graduate-profiles/#_ca-us-profiles
https://scalingstudentsuccess.org/what-we-do/#briefs
https://scalingstudentsuccess.org/what-we-do/#briefs
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Learn more about SGUSD efforts on their PoG
web page. Clicking on each of the six
competencies leads users to specific examples
of ways by which the PoG lives and breathes for
every student, every day.

Using a graphic that resulted from an
assignment in a Graphic Design II class, the
district began promoting its new PoG
competencies across the district through
branding (posters, banners on lampposts,
stickers, buttons, even an entry rug in one
school’s main office) and swag (staff apparel,
tote bags, folders for students).

PoG JOURNEY CONTINUED...
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BIG MOVE #1: STUDENT VOICE

The implementation of the SGUSD PoG has been
driven largely by the ideas and priorities of
students. Post-pandemic, Superintendent Jim
Symonds created a Student Advisory Council
(SSAC), representing diverse students across
grades 5-12 that meets monthly to advise PoG
implementation. To begin, students
storyboarded, filmed, and edited a professional
quality “commercial” to promote the PoG across
the district and community. Since then, students
have recommended student-friendly descriptors
of the PoG competencies and PoG
implementation that advances authentic
learning, supportive learning environments, and
more.

Across the district, SGUSD has invested in
building student voice and agency, assuring PoG
implementation is led “by kids, for kids”. 

The district prioritized being reflective in order to
deepen the work. That commitment to the
journey has enabled them to use design thinking
to fully engage their EAC to “dream big”, while
empathetically listening to students who sat at
every table. In 2023, the school board adopted a
new Strategic Plan 2023-2028 that centers the
Portrait. A team of teachers across sites and
grade levels developed a Portrait to Practice
Playbook, which includes descriptors of
behaviors associated with each PoG attribute,
grade-banded rubrics, and tips for creating
supportive classroom environments. 

ProSolve has been a key partner in helping
SGUSD deepen its PoG implementation by co-
developing a Human-Centered Leadership Series
that guides district and site leaders to model the
competencies themselves. This “Portrait to
Practice” work is aligning leadership behaviors
and decisions while empowering leaders to
create Passion Projects that bring the Portrait to
life for every student, every day.

There is no one right way to operationalize a
PoG. Like any district considering proactive
moves to bring their whole-child vision to life,
SGUSD identified strategies that they believe are
most appropriate, given their organizational
values, priorities, and assets. The “Big Moves”
below capture SGUSD’s high-leverage strategies
that they believe will positively impact their
students’ educational experiences and
outcomes.

https://sites.google.com/view/sgusd-portraitofagraduate/home
https://sites.google.com/view/sgusd-portraitofagraduate/home
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3fAOB6rpDlE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3fAOB6rpDlE
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1G3-JJ6U0R-k5rLfBkbnS98Jy7h053H87/view?usp=sharing
https://www.sgusd.k12.ca.us/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=412541&type=d&pREC_ID=2535161&tota11y=true
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1R54AA0mQyMqgzcISNWX-TQS9qu0z8vZq/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1R54AA0mQyMqgzcISNWX-TQS9qu0z8vZq/view?usp=sharing
https://prosolve.com/
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At schools across the district, students have
initiated projects that exemplify and uphold the
PoG competencies. For example: 

After hearing about instances of peers using
unkind language toward one another,
Washington Elementary members of the
SSAC collaborated with peers to plan and
launch a Words Matter Day to emphasize the
power of words. It was the focal point for an
entire “Kindness Week”, filled with classroom
activities, celebrations, “Warriors spread
kindness” t-shirts, and more. The success of
the week, and subsequent board
presentation, led to expansion of Words
Matter Day to become an annual event
across all school sites celebrated on the first
Thursday of February. The event is designed
intentionally to enable students to practice
several PoG competencies and demonstrate
their ability to be empathetic and resilient
communicators and collaborators.

At Gabrielo High School, students in art
classes participated in The Memory Project,
learning about and connecting with refugees
in Syria to practice “creative thinking” and
serve as “global citizens”—attributes
articulated in the PoG. The portraits of Syrian
refugees drawn by SGUSD students had an
emotional impact on their faraway friends, as
seen in this video. In 2026, students again
will participate, but this time with Honduran
refugees.

SGUSD is committed to empowering
students as authentic partners in district
governance. Students serve on interview
panels for principal and district-level hiring,
hold voting seats on the Governing Board as 

BIG MOVE #1: STUDENT VOICE CONTINUED...

BIG MOVE #2: THEMED IMPLEMENTATION
THROUGH SCHOOL SITES

Each year, district leaders select one of its
competencies as the theme for the year. That
competency is intentionally incorporated into
communications and school events, including
principals’ weekly newsletters, coffee with the
principal, open houses and back-to-school
nights. PoG awards, based on demonstration of
PoG competencies, are announced at school
assemblies. Soon, graduation ceremonies at
high schools will include a cord worn around the
necks of students who exemplify the PoG
competencies. 

In 2025, SGUSD began awarding Portrait of an
Educator awards for staff who exemplify PoG
competencies. Fun fact: the 2025 classified staff
“Portrait of an Educator” winner (Pam Larsen,
security guard), went on to win both LA county
and CA state classified staff-of-the-year awards.

PoG competencies now serve as an anchor for
Learning Walks across school sites. District and
site teams observe classrooms using a shared
look-for tool that highlights evidence of student
agency, collaboration, communication, and
critical and creative thinking. During debriefs,
staff reflect on how well instruction creates
opportunities for students to practice the
competencies, not just discuss them. SGUSD’s
labor partners have strongly supported this
approach, viewing PoG-aligned look-fors as a 

Student Board Members, and provide input on
budget priorities through LCAP and site-based
committees. Members of the SSAC regularly co-
design districtwide initiatives and present
recommendations at public meetings—ensuring
that PoG implementation remains truly “by kids,
for kids.”

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Vx10m_6SAIG_1dyjb23Whi_H00yj4EH8/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Vx10m_6SAIG_1dyjb23Whi_H00yj4EH8/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Vx10m_6SAIG_1dyjb23Whi_H00yj4EH8/view
https://vimeo.com/939440107/903d4d832a
https://vimeo.com/939440107/903d4d832a
https://www.lacoe.edu/news/2025-05-05-la-county-school-recognized-2025-classified-school-employee-of-the-year
https://www.cde.ca.gov/nr/ne/yr25/yr25rel30.asp
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BIG MOVE #2: THEMED IMPLEMENTATION
THROUGH SCHOOL SITES

way to elevate instructional practice and active
student engagement.

Teacher/staff led programs across school sites
intentionally and explicitly incorporate the PoG
competencies. For example, the SpEd students
at Gabrielino High School intentionally practice
competencies as they serve the community by
operating a coffee cart. Community Schools and
Expanded Learning programs across school sites
are intentionally designed to promote social-
emotional and PoG skills. For example, at
McKinley Elementary, 3rd-5th grade girls in the
after school sports program complete modules
focused on social-emotional learning, problem-
solving, public speaking, and teamwork—all
aligned with the PoG competencies.

Parents have become interested in learning
more. With a highly diverse multilingual
community, sharing information about the PoG
was an early challenge. Yet, over time, SGUSD
found strategies that work—including culturally
responsive small-group sessions led by bilingual
staff, student-led demonstrations where students
explain and model competencies for parents, and
linking PoG competencies to school events—all
of which help parents understand the Portrait
through lived examples rather than district
messaging alone. SGUSD went further and
established a “parent university” to offer learning
modules to members of the parent community.
Designed to mirror the learning experiences of
students, the district's goal was to focus with
greater intention on communication,
collaboration, problem-solving, and supporting
PoG learning at home. Initial participation was
modest, but SGUSD leaders are committed to
further developing the parent university as a

CHALLENGES
Naturally, with any transformation process, San
Gabriel USD faces challenges. Perhaps the best
commentary on universal challenges to PoG
implementation comes from Gabrielino HS
senior (and SSAC member) Katie Tran, who in
this video honestly and thoughtfully reflects on
both challenges and potential solutions. As Katie
implies, some teachers wonder if this is merely
another fad and consider whether to invest in
revising their curriculum and instruction to fully
embrace the PoG competencies. As mentioned
above, with a diverse multilingual community,
communicating with parents to build their
awareness continues to be a challenge. Finally,
like all districts, SGUSD struggles to find quality
time for capacity-building that enables teachers
and site leaders to assume ownership of the
work while managing other demands. SGUSD is
creatively tackling these challenges and remains
committed to assuring that the competencies
articulated in their PoG remain a promise to their
students and families. 

CONCLUSION
While every district’s journey looks different, each
can inform colleagues in other districts and
inspire them to make bold moves that ultimately
better prepare the young people they serve. We
are grateful to our partners in San Gabriel USD
for the permission to share their story.

meaningful pathway for deeper family
engagement. To make collective learning across
the district more visible, (with support from
partner Inkwire), SGUSD has built a districtwide
vision board to post artifacts of their journey,
including several of those described above. 

https://inkwire.co/
https://inkwire.co/topics/6%202457/showcase

