
Re-imagining Independent Schools: An Innovator’s Journey

Uncertainty is our new narrative, driven by disruptors that challenge an often familiar and comfortable status 
quo. But flux offers independent schools enormous opportunities to innovate, reimagine, and fully realize 
their missions. We’ll look at what needs to be in place for whole school innovation to succeed and equip you 
with new capabilities to help build a future-wise school.
Participants will examine the latest trends and best practices in innovative leadership and how it impacts the 
financial sustainability of independent schools.

Jefferson G. Burnett, Senior Vice President, Education Innovation, National Association of 
Independent Schools (NAIS)
Jefferson Burnett serves on NAIS’s innovation team, which provides thought leadership and solutions on re-
imagining independent school learning, teaching, and financial models. In addition, he oversees NAIS’s 
environmental sustainability and global education-international student work. Jefferson presents and writes 
on these and related topics. He represents NAIS on its Commission on Accreditation and ISAnet, which is 
comprised of the organization’s member associations, and engages in strategic outreach to education 
partners. 
Over the course of his nearly 25 years with NAIS, Jefferson led the organisation’s public policy and federal 
legislative efforts, managed two multi-year advocacy initiatives telling the independent school story to policy 
makers, parents, and the media, and oversaw the development of a suite of products and services related to 
independent school financial sustainability. 
Before joining NAIS in 1992, Jefferson was Vice President for Independent Schools at the Council for 
Advancement and Support of Education (CASE) where he also directed services for CASE’s two- year 
institutions and international members. He has been an adjunct instructor in anthropology at Georgetown 
University, a history teacher at the Robert Louis Stevenson School (California), and an English teacher at St. 
George's School (Rhode Island). 
He has an A.B. in anthropology from Columbia University, Columbia College (New York) and an M.Phil. in 
social anthropology from the University of Cambridge, King’s College. He is an alumnus of Sherborne 
School, Dorset, England, and St. George's School and St. Michael's Country Day School, both in Newport, 
Rhode Island. Jefferson served on the board of the Washington, DC Edmund Burke School, is currently a 
member of the Association of Independent Schools New South Wales Institute (Australia), and will join the 
board of the Washington International School (DC) in July 2017. 

Kawai Lai, Vice President, Innovation Initiatives, National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) 
Kawai Lai is the Vice President of Innovation Initiatives at the National Association of Independent Schools, 
a non-profit serving over 1,800 schools and 730K students across the country and abroad. In her role as a 
key member of the innovation team, she is responsible for full cycles of innovation – from ideation to 
execution. Kawai owns new initiatives with unknown outcomes that help independent schools thrive and 
create exceptional learning experiences. Prior to a career in education, Kawai spent over a decade in 
consulting and technology, implementing large scale technology systems with Deloitte, working in different 
industries including healthcare, biotech, retail, non-profit, aerospace, and telecommunications. Her passion 
for education combined with her entrepreneurial spirit led her to a Silicon Valley start-up, Education 
Elements, where she was a founding team member and grew the company from 5 to 75 people. Through her 
work at the education technology start up, she had the opportunity to work with over 100 of the most forward 
thinking district and charter schools across the country. Kawai has an MBA from Haas, UC Berkeley and a 
BS in mechanical engineering from Southern Methodist University. She lives in the San Francisco Bay area 
with her husband, who is the Director of Admissions at Woodside Priory School, along with their son and 
labradoodle. 

Additional Information
Participants will earn 3 CPE credits.
Field of Study: Specialized Knowledge
Prerequisites: Basic knowledge of independent school finances
Advanced Preparation: None
Program Level: Update
Delivery Method: Group Live


