LM 41 Government & Politics Day
Speaker Bios
Thank you to our speakers for generously donating their time 
and expertise to support Leadership Missoula

Grace Decker, Director, Montana Advocates for Children 
Email: gdecker@Montanabudget.org		

Grace Decker has worked with and on behalf of young children and the people who care for them for over 30 years. After teaching preschool for 8 years, she founded the Missoula Community School, a nonprofit early childhood program which is still thriving after almost 25 years. She has coached and provided technical assistance and consultation for child care owners and educators, before starting up and leading the United Way’s countywide collaboration, Zero to Five Missoula. These days, Grace organizes child care providers for advocacy, and lobbies at the legislature, as the Director of Montana Advocates for Children, a statewide child care policy advocacy coalition.

What speaker(s) inspire you? Sonya Renee Taylor (author of The Body is Not an Apology)
What Podcasts are you currently listening to? Revolutions: Latin America
What book(s) are you currently reading? James, by Percival Everett

Please list any volunteer opportunities within your organization or those you serve that may be available.
MAC invites and encourages anyone concerned about the cost, stability, and quality of child care and early education to get on our mailing list and take action to advocate locally and statewide. The voices of parents and business owners/employers is critical in pushing for policies that help working families, make it work.

Jenny Walsh, School Board Trustee, Missoula County Public Schools
Email: Jennycwalsh@gmail.com		

Jenny Walsh was elected to the MCPS Board of Trustees in 2024. She holds a Master’s Degree in Special Education from the University of Montana and served for almost a decade as a Family Support Specialist for the Child Development Center with a focus on autism and early intervention. Jenny and her husband Owen have 3 children in Missoula County Public Schools. You can find her and her family outside enjoying every season and community gathering that Missoula has to offer. She is an avid gardener, loves antiques and collecting new hobbies at the lifelong learning center.

What speaker(s) inspire you? Anita Archer  
What Podcasts are you currently listening to? Good Hang with Amy Pohler, UP First from NPR 
What book(s) are you currently reading? Art as Experience by John Dewey

Please list any volunteer opportunities within your organization or those you serve that may be available.
Big Sky DocFest Board Member
City Club Member 
Moms Demand Action Volunteer

Micah Hill, MCPS Superintendent 
Email: mhill@mcpsmt.org	

Micah earned a bachelor’s degree in English education at Montana State University and went on to earn his Master’s in Educational Leadership and Superintendent’s Endorsement from the University of Montana.  Micah has over two decades of service as a school administrator in Montana and has been a superintendent for six years, currently serving as Superintendent for Missoula County Public Schools.

Micah currently serves on the Boards of the Missoula Economic Partnership, Missoula Education Foundation, and Montana Quality Education Coalition.  He has also been a member of Rotary and Lions Club, Chamber of Commerce, Center for Restorative Youth Justice, and other education advocacy groups.

What speaker(s) inspire you? Jim Kern
What book(s) are you currently reading?  Hatchet, by Gary Paulsen

Please list any volunteer opportunities within your organization or those you serve that may be available.
School Board Trustee
Various committees (ad hoc)
PTA/PTO
Boosters

Dr. Molly Blakely, Superintendent, Hellgate Elementary School District
Email: mblakely@hellgatesd4.k12.mt.us

Dr. Molly Blakely is an accomplished educator and leader with over three decades of experience in educational administration, curriculum development, and special education. She currently serves as the Superintendent of the Hellgate Elementary School District in Missoula, Montana, where she has been instrumental in driving student achievement and fostering a strong school community since 2015. Prior to this role, she served as the district's Assistant Superintendent, and Curriculum Director/Instructional Coach.

Dr. Blakely's expertise extends beyond her district leadership. She has been a Literacy Specialist for New Globe since 2018, contributing to educational initiatives that enhance literacy outcomes in third world countries. Her experience in higher education includes serving as an adjunct professor at the University of Montana's School of Education, where she has taught future educators since 2014. With a strong foundation in special education, curriculum design, and instructional coaching, Dr. Blakely's career has spanned diverse roles in both public and private sectors. As a former Senior Consultant for McGraw-Hill Education Group and the Founder and President of Educational Resources, Inc., she has provided strategic guidance to schools and districts across the country. Her earlier work includes serving as Project Director for the Accelerated Student Achievement Project with the National Institute for Direct Instruction and consulting for multiple educational organizations, including UP Associates and the Washington Research Institute.

Dr. Blakely holds an Ed.D. in Curriculum and Instruction from California University, an M.A. in Special Education from Columbia University's Teachers College, and a B.A. in History, Secondary Education, and Special Education from the University of Oregon. Her extensive experience and dedication have made her a respected leader in the educational community, continually working to empower students and educators alike.

What speaker(s) inspire you? Malala Yousatzai, Brene Brown
What Podcasts are you currently listening to? Lead, Always with Megan Carle
What book(s) are you currently reading? All the Light You Cannot See

Barbara Frank, Director of Academic and Community Services for Missoula Public Schools 
Email: bfrank@mcpsmt.org

Barbara Frank, Director of Academic and Community Services for Missoula Public Schools, has over 20 years of experience in public education. She holds bachelor's degrees in Elementary and Special Education from MSU-Billings, along with master’s degrees in School Counseling and Educational Leadership. Recognized as MSU’s Top Ranked Graduate Student in 2013, she later contributed to a 2014 research study on trust and academic optimism. Dedicated to serving underserved populations, Frank has fostered partnerships between schools and community agencies, leading to the Missoula Community Schools approach to school improvement. In 2023, she received the Excellence in Early Childhood Award from the University of Montana's Early Childhood Institute. She has held leadership roles on various boards, including Friends of the Children-Western Montana and SPARK Arts. A third-generation Montanan from Billings, she enjoys exploring the state's natural beauty with her husband and four children.


Arlene Walker-Andrews, Chair, MCPS Board of Trustees
Email: awalkerandrews@gmail.com		

Arlene grew up in Austin, Texas, and graduated from the University of Texas in 1975. She went to graduate school at Cornell, receiving her PhD in Experimental Psychology. She taught and conducted research in the development of human perception and cognition at Rutgers University for 22 years before coming to the University of Montana as the Associate Provost. She retired in 2014.

While living in NJ, Arlene was on the Cranbury Township Board of Education for two 3-year terms, serving as the VP in her second term. She also sang in the local Presbyterian Church Choir for 20+ years, while serving as an Elder and Clerk of Session. 

Arlene has been on the MCPS Board of Trustees since 2021. She was selected as the Chair in December 2025.

What book(s) are you currently reading? Just completed: Model Home, The Crazies, West with Giraffes, re-reading “vintage” mysteries

Jay Stephens, Vice President for People & Culture, The University of Montana
Email: jay.stephens@mso.umt.edu	

Jay Stephens currently serves as the Vice President for People and Culture at the University of Montana.  He has served as a CHRO on a university campus since 2005 with stops at Utah State Eastern, Southern Oregon University, Boise State University and Kansas State University.  He served as the chair of the CUPA-HR (College and University Professional Association for Human Resources) National Board of Directors in 2022-23 and as an at-large member of the board before that.  He previously served as an at large member of the CUPA-HR Western region board and as a member of TIAA’s national strategic advisory council.  He and his wife April have 3 adult children and love living in Missoula.  He speaks Portuguese. He enjoys golf, woodworking and being outside.  

What speaker(s) inspire you? Erica Keswin
What book(s) are you currently reading? Unleashed Potential: Life and Business Tips from Baxter and His Best Friend by Kelly Jones




Grace Gardner, Associate Dean, Missoula College
Email: grace.gardner@mso.umt.edu

Dr. Grace Gardner was hired as the Director of Academic Affairs at Missoula College in the autumn of 2021 before transitioning to the Associate Dean role in the summer of 2024. She reports to Tom Gallagher, Dean of Missoula College.

Prior to this role, she served as Director of UM Summer for three years and previously spent seven years as the Director of Student-Athlete Support Services for the University of Montana’s Department of Intercollegiate Athletics.
Grace holds a Bachelor of Arts in Political Science, a Bachelor of Arts in Communication Studies, a Master of Public Administration, and a Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership with an emphasis on Higher Education Administration, all from the University of Montana.

A fifth-generation Montanan and a former Leadership Missoula high school participant in the early 2000’s out of Sentinel High School, she enjoys hiking and skiing with her husband, Landon, their three children, and their border collie, Hitch.

What speaker(s) inspire you? Anyone that has a real pulse on what higher education looks like and the changing landscape!
What Podcasts are you currently listening to? Future U Podcast, The EdUp Experience 
What book(s) are you currently reading? More Essential Than Ever

Please list any volunteer opportunities within your organization or those you serve that may be available.
Program specific advisory boards
Culinary

Lisa Rae Roper, MHA, MS, CCS-P, CPB, CPC, CPC-I, RCMS, FAHIMA
MCPS - Adult Education Division, Allied Health & Safety Coordinator
Email: lrroper@mcpsmt.org

[bookmark: _GoBack]Lisa Rae Roper, has extensive experience in project and business management, training program development, medial coding, and healthcare consulting. She owns an independent consulting firm where she focuses on business management and training with universities, state and local health departments, specialty physician organizations, hospital outpatient facilities, and surgical centers. She is a frequent speaker, author, and contributor with many nationally recognized organizations and publications and an adjunct instructor with universities and other organizations.


Currently, she is the Coordinator of Allied Health and Safety for the Missoula County Public Schools Adult Education Division, where she develops and supervises healthcare programs and is a lead/mentor instructor.

Lisa Rae holds a Master of Science degree in Post-Secondary Adult Education from Capella University, Minnesota, a Master of Science degree in Health Administration from Kennedy-Western University, Wyoming, and a Bachelor of Science in Management from Grand Canyon University, Arizona. She completed a post-graduate certificate in Lean HealthCare Management from Massey Graduate School of Business Belmont University, Nashville, Tennessee. 
Volunteer:
Leadership Missoula 21, Graduate
Leadership Missoula Healthcare Day, Committee Lead
Medical Coding and Billing National Education Leadership, Council Member
Missoula Healthcare Academy Leadership, Committee Member

What podcasts/TedTalk/YouTube are you listening to? Angela Duckworth, TED Talk “passion and perseverance for very long-term goals,” and it is behind every success. Teaching and learning outcomes that are measured with a predictor of success - through GRIT. 

Dr. David Firth, Poe Distinguished Faculty Fellow, University of Montana 
Email: 	david.firth@umontana.edu		

Dr. David Firth is the Poe Family Distinguished Faculty Fellow and a Management Information Systems professor.  He has two degrees from Oxford, England, and a Ph.D. in Information Systems from UCLA.  David has worked for the global professional services firm E&Y in London and Dallas, TX and for another one of the Big 4 professional services firms, KPMG, in San Francisco with their tech consulting practice as a Managing Director.   David recently received the Montana Ambassadors Educator of the Year award from the Governor of Montana, and the Researcher of the Year award from the College of Business.

Amber Lamb, Workforce Integration Specialist, MT Dept. of Labor & Industry/Workforce Services Division
Email: amber.lamb@mt.gov	

Amber Lamb lives in Missoula, where she has spent the better part of the last 30 years raising 3 children with her husband. Amber is enrolled with the Ft. Peck Assiniboine & Sioux Tribe and grew up in a variety of towns across the state. Currently she serves as a Workforce Integration Specialist for the Workforce Services Division of MT DLI. She began her work with the State as part of the MT Registered Apprenticeship Program in September of 2021. Her current role includes collaborating with all of the WSD teams to focus on workforce expansion and includes many members of WSD across Montana.

Her past volunteer experience includes training and working as a CASA in Missoula County.

What speaker(s) inspire you? I have always been inspired by John Trudell
What Podcasts are you currently listening to? This American Life
What book(s) are you currently reading? None at the moment

Luke Lavin, Apprenticeship Specialist, MT Department of Labor & Industry-Montana Registered Apprenticeship Program
Email: luke.lavin@mt.gov

Luke has been working in apprenticeship and workforce development for the last 7 years. Prior to joining DLI, Luke spent five years at Flathead Valley Community College as the Apprenticeship Coordinator and then Director of Continuing Education, where he developed training programs for businesses and a variety of continuing education classes for people of all ages. He now lives in Hamilton and serves as the Apprenticeship Specialist for the Missoula and Bitterroot region. 

What Podcasts are you currently listening to? I don’t listen to podcasts
What book(s) are you currently reading? A Really Big Lunch and One Day, Everyone Will Have Always Been Against This

Please list any volunteer opportunities within your organization or those you serve that may be available.
Several High Schools are looking to connect with employers for their work-based learning opportunities.

Adrian Ayers, Branch Manager, DSG Supply
Email: Adrian.ayers@dsgsupply.com

I have worked in the HVAC-R, plumbing industry for the past 28 years.  I started at Anderson’s and then moved to Garden City Plumbing and later to Temp Right before starting my own business.  After running Green Heat for 6 years I decided I didn’t want to be in the field as much and had an opportunity to be the inside sales person for DSG and then was promoted to branch manager.  I have been with the company for two years.  In my free time I have volunteered to coach little guy wrestling and I currently officiate wrestling at the state and national level.



Eric Petersen, President, PETES Electric
Email:  eric@peteselec.com	

I’m one of the few lucky unicorns that was born and raised in Missoula,  I graduated from Sentinel High School (Go Spartans!), attended Pacific Lutheran University earning a BS in Applied Physics. After a short stint in the aerospace industry I moved moved back to Missoula working as a project manager at PETES Electric.  I was beyond happy to get back to Missoula and have been back ever since.  Getting back to Missoula I was able to get involved with the community by coaching the Loyola High School Soccer Team for a season when they were co-ed, playing C-League Parks and Rec Soccer and getting involved with the Missoula Building Industry Association and the Missoula Chamber of Commerce.  I quickly learned the term “you get out of it what you put into it” and it has served me well to be involved.  

I made lasting relationships through the Chamber’s Business Networking Group.  In 2008 I earned a BS Electrical Engineering through the University of North Dakota Distance Engineering Program and then quickly became a Master Electrician in the state of Montana, purchasing the PETES Electric in 2011. 

I am currently a board member of the 8th District Electrical Workers Pension and Annuity Trust and am the President of the Board of Youth Homes.  

I have a wonderful daughter, a wonderful son, and most recently became a grandfather to the cutest grandson in the world.

Alex Parker
Email: Parkeralexandria830@gmail.com	

Alexandria “Alex” Parker grew up working in her family’s diesel shop and later earned her AAS in Heavy‑Duty Diesel Mechanics from the University Of Montana College Of Technology. She went on to work as a Service Writer and Service Manager, proving she could hold her own in a male‑dominated industry.
Now she’s shifting gears into nursing, driven by her love for kids, the desire for more flexibility, and a little less family‑business chaos. She’s currently completing her prerequisites at Missoula College toward her second associate degree to become a registered nurse. 

Alex loves reminding women that the skilled trades are powerful opportunities. The skills she learned in mechanics will stick with her for life—she can fix her own vehicle… and unfortunately her friends. She also points out that many trade careers offer $70k+ earning potential with a two‑year degree or internship and come with far less debt than traditional four‑year paths.

Her story shows that women can succeed anywhere—and that both trades and higher education can offer flexible, rewarding, financially smart careers.

What speaker(s) inspire you? Anyone who can make their point before my next class starts.
What Podcasts are you currently listening to? I’m in school and working, so my ‘podcasts’ are usually YouTube shorts on how to pass anatomy and physiology.
What book(s) are you currently reading? Textbooks. So many textbooks.

The Missoula Robotics Team
Email:  team3216@gmail.com

We are the Missoula Robotics Team, supporting the development of high school students in STEM and business for their futures after high school. We welcome students from any high school in Missoula County.

Our program is a part of a worldwide program – FIRST (For Inspiration and Recognition in Science and Technology), involving students from grade school through high school. We have three teams, two engaged in mid-level robotics (FTC) and one engaged in the highest level of FIRST (FRC). 
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