Connor, Terry
2026 Excellence Award Category: Fitness & Agility
District: Sarasota County Schools
Terry Connor exemplifies effective leadership and disciplined decision-making as Superintendent of Sarasota County Schools, meeting the complex expectations of employees, families, policymakers, and the community.
Mr. Connor leads a district operating in one of the nation's most rapidly changing education environments. Florida’s expansion of school choice programs, including the Family Empowerment Scholarship, has created a landscape where families now have more educational options than ever before.
Mr. Connor urges the district to embrace change, stressing the need for public schools to be agile and responsive to families.
This mindset led to the development of Sarasota County Schools’ Future-Focused Strategic Initiative.  As a result of this initiative, the district has evaluated and begun adapting programs, facilities, and staffing structures to shifting enrollment patterns and evolving family preferences, leading to more targeted support and resource allocation.
Mr. Connor also demonstrates strong leadership in addressing financial challenges. Rising healthcare costs, operational expenses, and the expiration of federal pandemic relief funds created pressure on the district’s budget.
To address these issues responsibly, Mr. Connor led the development of a Financial Action Plan to align staffing levels with enrollment trends and improve operational efficiency, resulting in streamlined processes and more responsive resource allocation.
He also initiated formal impact bargaining with employee associations to address the financial impact of healthcare costs and other budget pressures. Throughout this process, he maintained respectful relationships with labor partners while communicating clearly about the district’s fiscal responsibilities.
Mr. Connor encourages open discussion and shared understanding, gathering teachers, principals, support staff, and community members to gain insight and explain district decisions.
In an era when education leaders frequently face polarized viewpoints, Mr. Connor maintains a calm, balanced leadership approach. He focuses on data, long-term planning, and collaboration rather than reaction.
His ability to balance expectations and maintain forward progress defines the effective leadership that public education systems require today.
Through careful planning and respectful engagement with stakeholders, Mr. Connor demonstrates exceptional finesse and agility in leading Sarasota County Schools through a period of significant change.
