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Anna Taylor: Hi, welcome to Summaries. I'm Anna Taylor, Executive Director of The Greater 

Sum. We support nonprofits through funding, training, and skills based 
volunteers. In this work, we meet amazing nonprofit leaders, and Summaries 
are our way of amplifying their stories and sharing best practices. 

Anna Taylor: Today I'm talking to Megan Marcus. Megan Marcus founded the organization 
FuelEd in 2012. FuelEd fills a gap in teacher education with social emotional 
skills that are usually taught in therapist training. This organization has grown 
rapidly over the last seven years. Today I'm talking to Megan about how she has 
planned, managed, and thrived through this growth process to make FuelEd the 
nationwide organization that it is today. 

Anna Taylor: Megan, welcome. 

Megan Marcus: Thank you. It's great to be here with you. FuelEd is all about growing 
emotionally intelligent educators who are able to build relationship driven 
schools. The way we do that is we work with educators to help them get greater 
knowledge of the science skills and self-awareness necessary to build 
relationships. We expose educators to a combination of trainings and then 
follow up counseling support so that they could really grow in their own 
emotional intelligence, their interpersonal skills, their self-awareness necessary 
to build relationships that drive learning. 

Megan Marcus: All the research really shows that one consistent caring relationship with an 
adult at any point in the lifespan really can transform life outcomes for anyone. 
But particularly for students who've experienced trauma and have had adverse 
childhood experiences. We know that those impede and impair brain 
development and yet one significant relationship in our lives can change all of 
that. 

Megan Marcus: Really the idea for FuelEd came from realizing what an opportunity educators 
have to be that person and FuelEd is all about doing whatever we can to ensure 
that educators have the knowledge, the tools, the skills, and the self-awareness 
in order to be that person that so many of them want to be for the children they 
work with. 

Anna Taylor: I love it. I'm imagining the training that you guys do and then how that affects 
teachers. Tell me a little bit about what looks different in the schools that you 
work with? 

Megan Marcus: When I started the organization, I was very much about bridging the training 
and support that counselors get and saying, "How can we adapt this for 
teachers?" And so it was very much a... First started as a hypothesis and then 
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really an experiment. And now after seven years of working in this space, we 
have 10,000 alumni out there. 

Megan Marcus: And as we're hearing back from those, especially those who've been in the field 
working in the space for several years, we're starting to recognize that FuelEd's 
training, not only impacts them personally, right? They start really unpacking 
their own trauma, their own early childhood experiences, which impacts their 
personal sphere, their home, their families, their communities. They bring it into 
their professional sphere, impacting the ways in which they relate to other 
teachers, the way they relate to students, to parents, to admin. 

Megan Marcus: But ultimately the change that we're beginning to see is that these educators 
continue to have this mission in their heart and to begin to make systemic 
changes around them. Going beyond just their own interpersonal spheres to 
saying, "Okay, now maybe I did FuelEd as a teacher, but now I'm a principal and 
I'm hiring teachers. How do I hire teachers that are emotionally intelligent? How 
do I assess for their empathic abilities?" 

Megan Marcus: And so as we're seeing our alumni move into different positions of power, 
they're bringing this frame with them and the paradigm shift of 
relationship-driven education and creating systemic practices that we hope with 
enough people doing this, can change the whole game. 

Anna Taylor: Wow. FuelEd started in Houston, and I can imagine how this works locally where 
schools have a continuous training program in the schools, but what you just 
said about the alumni right now is so exciting because they're taking your ideas 
wherever they go. What does that look like? 

Megan Marcus: Honestly, it's been an exciting discovery for us in just the last six months as we 
begin to have more capacity internally to listen to alumni stories and learn 
about where they are and what they're doing. 

Megan Marcus: We have one alumni who is working at a university level developing an 
instrument and trying to validate an instrument that measures teacher child 
attachment. We have another alumni that works in Teach For America and has 
brought the concepts of empathic listening or the science behind relationships, 
specifically attachment styles, which is a big foundation of FuelEd's work is 
exposing educators to the field of attachment theory. Understanding how our a 
student's early childhood impacts their development and also as educators, 
their own childhood impacts their development. And this particular alumni 
baked in that content directly into the teacher training for all of the core 
members in Los Angeles. 
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Megan Marcus: And so it's really exciting to start see the ripple effect of the work as these really 
catalyzed change makers are going and expanding upon what they're doing by 
applying it to their own context in bigger ways than we could have ever 
imagined. 

Anna Taylor: When you started FuelEd, where did this idea come from for you personally and 
how did it go from being a personal, "Here's something I think about the world," 
into a pilot and then an organization? 

Megan Marcus: Great question. My first professional aim was to be a therapist. I always loved 
people, loved relationships, was really interested in personal development, my 
own and others and human development more broadly. I studied psychology in 
Undergrad at UC Berkeley and I went on to get a Masters in psychology, at 
which point I had an incredibly life changing opportunity to work with Dr. Louis 
Cozolino on his book, The Social Neuroscience of Education. 

Megan Marcus: This book was taking the discipline of social neuroscience or interpersonal 
neurobiology, which essentially looks at the brain as a social organ, human 
beings as social creatures. This idea that we're really wired for connection and 
that all learning and development happens on the stage of relationship. Took 
that field which had been previously applied to the therapeutic relationship, 
parent child relationships, just human relationships at large and began applying 
it to teaching and learning in K-12 schools. 

Megan Marcus: What are the implications for these institutions where learning and 
development really should be happening if we know that relationships drive 
learning? How are schools, classrooms, teachers set up for success or failure to 
the extent to which the school system prioritizes and makes relationships 
central? That was sort of the pursuit of the book. 

Megan Marcus: What I became really interested in during my time there was the power and 
potential of the teacher student relationship. Educators every single day or 
building relationships with students, really spending more time with kiddos than 
even the best of parents can in so many ways. And I saw that time and time 
again, case after case when they were successful at doing so transformed life 
outcomes for those kids. I thought what a huge opportunity. We could leverage 
this incredible workforce towards this aim of really transforming life outcomes 
for students and really outcomes for society at large. 

Megan Marcus: On one hand that was extremely exciting. When I took a look at teacher 
preparation to say, "Okay, great, how are we doing this?" I was pretty shocked 
to find that it's not something that on a systemic level is part of teacher 
preparation. Of course, there are pockets of innovation as in any field, but for 
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the most part educator preparation focuses on the educator's content 
knowledge and instructional skills and it really excludes that critical dimension 
of their ability to build relationships. 

Megan Marcus: On the flip side, as I was training to become a therapist, I was getting this direct 
exposure and training in the importance of relationships, that knowledge base. 
The skills of relationships, empathic listening and all these other kind of 
therapeutic communication skills. And finally, this implicit assumption that as a 
counselor in training, you need to look at your own stuff. You have to really do 
your own self exploration and self-work so you can be emotionally healthy 
enough to be in the types of relationships that drive learning and development. 

Megan Marcus: I thought there's a lot of similarity between these two fields. The therapist, the 
counselor, both require the relationship, both at their best are about human 
development. Why can't we just adapt or translate the best practices and 
professional development from the similarly interpersonal field? 

Megan Marcus: I really abandoned my pursuit of becoming a clinical psychologist at that point 
because this felt too critical, too pressing, and such an amazing opportunity. It 
seemed like it could almost be a simple translation that could solve a really big 
problem. That's how I moved onto the path of exploring these ideas at Harvard's 
Graduate School of Education and after my Master's program there, I launched 
FuelEd as a nonprofit in 2012. 

Anna Taylor: Very cool. Now, when you did that, the program had kind of a core, and since 
that time you've built on some really amazing developments, expansions, 
deepening of the work. What is it like to fly that plane? To continue to iterate 
and explore while you're also running an organization? 

Megan Marcus: That's a great question. On a personal level, it's been extremely fulfilling, 
exciting. I think it jives very well with my gifts as well as my passions and 
interests and I feel a lot of joy from that. And it's also very meta because it's 
ultimately what I believe can be possible for everyone if they have the 
opportunity to really get to know and love themselves in a context of a secure 
relationship that every one of us could really get in better touch with those gifts 
and have the opportunity to express them in the world. 

Megan Marcus: And so that's just one thing that's been tremendously exciting and hard and 
gratifying and never a dull moment, really. I think the beginning phase was very 
trying because it's very difficult to really build a team and to have that 
sustainability. There's certainly just a lot of running that was happening and just 
trying to keep ahead so that we could stay alive. And now there's a lot more 
stability in the organization. We have an incredibly strong team and a really 
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strong culture and structure that we operate under that really makes the 
organization quite resilient. 

Megan Marcus: We're an agile organization that really allows the power and roles to be fluid 
and distributed across the organization. And as a social entrepreneur, that has 
been probably one of the greatest blessings in my time of growing the 
organization. 

Anna Taylor: What's been an unexpected lesson or success for you along the way? 

Megan Marcus: I think the unexpected lesson has been related to the previous point that I made 
about the cultural changes that we've made internally at FuelEd. As a social 
entrepreneur, had a lot of struggles as I said in the beginning, building a 
sustainable solid team and there was so much weight on me. It felt like I could 
never have a life again, really, and that was scary. I could either never have a life 
again or FuelEd would not succeed and I wouldn't be able to express what I see 
as my purpose and my calling. And both of those were really scary. 

Megan Marcus: We started to change our culture internally to make it a lot more deliberately 
focused on adult development of the folks on our team. Much more aligned 
with our values and the things that we were proposing and proponents of 
externally in terms of the social emotional development of educators. We began 
to walk the walk inside and in the last year, I've never seen people grow as fast 
and as powerfully as I've seen my colleagues grow. And really what's happening 
is that I recognize that we are growing our emotional intelligence through the 
power of relationships. And that's our mission at its core. 

Megan Marcus: We are now trying to figure out, "Well how can we export these practices that 
we've come upon internally to be part of our external work because schools 
could really benefit from that as well?" In summary, the lesson learned was I 
really thought that our cultural changes were a means to an end. If I change this 
culture, I can make a stronger machine that can really reach the finish line 
faster. But I've come to realize that they're an end in themselves. That really the 
cultural practice we've taken on hold a key, we think, to even more powerful 
mission and organization. That's something we're playing with now. 

Anna Taylor: I love that. Thinking back to those early days, did anybody give you help or 
advice that came at just the right time or it was just the right message? 

Megan Marcus: Yeah, everyone. Every person really. I mean, I feel really blessed for the fact that 
I've had a tremendous number of supportive, intelligent, generously helpful 
mentors, advisors and champions. And I really, really attribute the success of the 
organization to those people along the way who made the introductions, who 
gave the funds, who cheered us on, whatever it was, gave us the advice, pointed 
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me in the right direction. I'm a learner, so I like asking for help, but there's been 
a lot of people who I've asked for help along the way and have just been 
tremendously critical in our success. 

Anna Taylor: Megan, when you and I first met, your community was just recovering from 
Hurricane Harvey and my community was about to be hit by Hurricane Irma. 
You and I both had a strange experience of working in just dramatically changed 
circumstances. The kids in your community in Houston and the teachers working 
with those kids went through so much. How did your work with FuelEd interact 
with that experience? 

Megan Marcus: Yes, that was a really harrowing time for so many people in Houston. Those who 
are directly affected and then those who watched on their TV screens just in 
horror. The whole Houston community, both the private sector and the social 
sector, were just galvanized by it immediately and continue to... The ripple 
effects continue to be felt there. 

Megan Marcus: But FuelEd fortunately had the opportunity to play a part, a small part in some 
of the healing we hope and think. We were fortunate to get some additional 
funds from a donor that enabled us to provide free trauma workshops coupled 
with counseling support. All of our trainings are trauma informed. We're 
educating educators about trauma, the impact of trauma and secure and 
insecure relationships on brain and behavior and helping give them skills to 
know how to relate in ways that actually can heal trauma. That's what we do 
every day. 

Megan Marcus: But in this moment in Houston, many people, whether they come from... Had 
previous experiences with chronic trauma or toxic stress or not, they were hit by 
this hurricane, which was an extremely traumatic event and it was acute 
trauma. We were able to spin up a version of our workshops into really what is 
trauma and what are the communication skills that you can use in order to heal 
trauma and others. And we taught a large group of educators about that work, 
which I think was really helpful because teachers were flooded, I mean bad 
choice of word. But really were overwhelmed with the number of students who 
were homeless suddenly, who lost everything. Teachers themselves lost 
everything. 

Megan Marcus: And so that workshop helped better position them with the skills they needed 
to support students through that as well as get the mental health resources they 
needed themselves if they were impacted or they weren't impacted, but they 
were indirectly by having to take on that secondary trauma and that emotional 
burden of supporting so many students who'd gone through something so 
traumatic. 
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Anna Taylor: Yeah. The community perspective of your work is so fascinating to me and as 
someone who has teachers in my family and my friends group, I love the way 
FuelEd looks at a teacher as a human being in a classroom, not as a deliverer of 
education to their students. I think that's so exciting and I was so happy when 
you told me that you guys were opening up your leadership institute to help 
teachers from different places do this. Tell me a little bit about how FuelEd 
works as a national reaching organization. 

Megan Marcus: We were founded in Houston and the majority of our work has taken place in 
Houston. But certainly word has started to spread and we get inquiries from 
different parts of the country and have begun to work in different pockets. 
Atlanta is one city where we've done some deep work with, with a system called 
Purpose Built Schools. That's really trauma informed and we found a really great 
partnership there because the more the school is already leaning in the 
direction of trauma informed and relationship based, it's a really ripe grounds 
for FuelEd to take place, to come in and to enhance and augment everything 
they're doing. Whether it's restorative practices, social emotional learning. 

Megan Marcus: Because we're focusing on the human element of teaching and learning, it 
unlocks the power and the potential of all those programs because it's the 
teacher who is actually the key behind that. And a teacher is not just as you said, 
someone who delivers content, they're human, they're a person, they have their 
own reactions, they have their own emotions, their own feelings and thoughts, 
their own history and relationships. 

Megan Marcus: Back to your question, the interest from a national perspective has been quite 
organic. We've been following those opportunities as they arise. The other, I 
would say national impact is our alumni do move around and now we're starting 
to realize, "Oh, that alumni that started in Houston is now doing this incredible 
work in Tulsa and whatnot." That's another way we've had impact. 

Megan Marcus: And looking to the future, what we are planning for now in terms of our growth 
is really identifying the pockets, nationwide, where social emotional learning 
has already taken off because of the incredible work that FuelEd is building 
upon over the last 15 or more years where social emotional learning has 
become a thing. We believe that if we can really partner in those areas where 
social emotional learning for kids is already understood, this is really important, 
we can add a really critical dimension to, "Hey, if we want this for students, we 
need to give teachers the opportunity to grow and develop social emotionally 
first." 

Megan Marcus: We believe that would be the clue to helping us find those early adopters and 
those innovators and where the work will have the most traction. Some of those 
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cities that we're looking at would be the San Francisco Bay, Chicago, Atlanta, 
certainly Houston is one of those on that list that has really grown in terms of... 
When I came to Houston, there weren't departments for social emotional 
learning. Now there are departments for social emotional learning in Houston 
ISD, in Galveston ISD. That's really the incredible work that's been happening 
across the nation to grow social emotional learning as a field and FuelEd hopes 
to really be a mover and shaker in the space of the adult social emotional 
learning. 

Anna Taylor: Megan, if people are listening and they are excited by what you're doing and 
want to get involved or learn more, what should be their first step? 

Megan Marcus: We'd love to get more folks involved. Whether you're an educator out there or 
you're working as a school or district leader or you want to be involved in any 
other capacity to support FuelEd, we would love to hear from you. Go ahead 
and visit our website at www.fueledschools.org and reach out. 

Anna Taylor: Megan, thank you so much for talking with us today and sharing what you do. It 
always makes me happy to hear about FuelEd, to learn about what you're doing 
and really to imagine the relationships that are deepened and enhanced 
because of your work. Thank you so much for your time today. 

Megan Marcus: Thank you. I really appreciated it and I'm grateful to be able to share our story. 
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