2026 ATHENA FINALIST

DR. DONNA LARSON

During her time at DeKalb High School, Dr. Larson

r. Donna Larson is a passionate educator,
leader, and lifelong advocate for students who
has proudly served the DeKalb School

District 428 community for 14 years. Her career in
education has included roles as a special education
teacher, teaching assistant, custodian, softball coach,
Dean of Students, Assistant Principal, and now
Principa] of DeKalb High School, where she is
beginning her fifth year.

Dr. Larson’s leadership is grounded in a simple belief:
every student deserves to feel seen, valued, inspired,
and supported in reaching their goals. She is
passionate about building relationships,
understanding what inspires students, and creating
opportunities for every student to find their path
forward. Her greatest professional joy is watching
students cross the graduation stage and confidently

begin their next chapter.
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e 14 years serving DeKalb School District,
now in her 5" year as Principal of
DeKalb High School

e Helped increase Freshmen on Track
rates from 60% to 89%

e Develops future educational leaders by
teaching principal preparation courses at

Northern Illinois University

helped lead a significant improvement in the school’s
Freshmen on Track indicator, increasing the
percentage of freshmen on track for graduation from
approximately 60% to 89%. Her work and research
carned her an invitation to present her findings at a
national conference, contributing to conversations

about student success beyond DeKalb.

Dr. Larson earned her bachelor’s degree from the
University of Dubuquc, her master’s in Educational
Leadership from Northern Illinois University, and her
doctorate in Educational Leadership from National
Louis University. She also teaches principal
preparation courses at NIU, helping develop the next

generation of educational leaders.

Outside of school, Dr. Larson’s greatest joy is being a
mom to daughters Maggie and Maddie. For her,
leadership is ultimately about believing in people,
creating opportunities, and helping them discover

what they are capable of becoming.
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