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Foreword 

As part of her third grade Social Studies curriculum, my daughter recently 

went on a field trip designed to explore historical landmarks within our Con-

necticut town. One of their first stops was a tour of the Wallop School Muse-

um, a one room, brick schoolhouse built in 1800 and currently maintained by 

the Enfield Historical Society. While she excitedly shared the details of hand-

made wooden and metal desks built to seat two students and the fact that 

students were required to carry in the firewood used to heat their school-

house, my mind explored how these early learning environments had mor-

phed into our modern day public schools. 

Given the professional conversations and interactions that I had with the 

school leaders in my district earlier that day, I was especially focused on the 

responsibilities of current principals. Conversations regarding the integration 

of virtual reality software, teacher evaluation, school safety drills, benchmark 

assessments, and the use of social media platforms to communicate with 

parents and community members had clearly delineated the stark differences 

between the responsibilities of today’s school leaders and those associated 

with the earliest schools. Further consideration on the topic highlighted the 

fact that the one room schoolhouse was the starting point of an educational 

timeline that has witnessed a complete transformation of the role of the 

school principal, with significant changes happening almost annually as a 

result of myriad economic, political, societal, and community events and 

circumstances.  

According to the Wallace Foundation (2013), the five key functions of prin-

cipal leadership are establishing a vision of academic success for all students, 

creating a climate that supports learning, developing leadership within the 

school, improving instructional practice and managing resources in order to 

reach the established vision. Multiple research findings have confirmed that 

school leadership is the second most important school-based factor in a 

child’s academic achievement, second only to teacher effectiveness (Wallace 

Foundation, 2013; National Association of Secondary School Principals and 

National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2013). 

Anyone who has recently spent time in a school, especially those schools 

struggling with the effects of poverty, knows that the key functions of a school 

principal are much easier to write about than to actually achieve. The work of 

a 21st century school principal requires an individual to simultaneously be a 

visionary and a conformist, a leader and a follower, an inspiration and a task 
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master. The contradictory nature of the role comes from principals having a 

range of leadership responsibilities while filling the middle management rung 

on their district’s organizational ladder. They are held accountable for leading 

their buildings forward to new levels of practice and student achievement 

while simultaneously asked to ensure that the district’s vision, however tradi-

tional, is clearly evident in their approach. They may be asked to adhere to the 

policies and procedures adopted by their school district in response to a past 

event or legislative movement, while simultaneously tasked to be forward 

thinking in their improvement efforts.  

Developing and sustaining a school vision that mandates academic success 

for all students is both noble and moral; yet this effort is further complicated 

by federal and state mandates seeking to eliminate achievement gaps that 

exist across the country for students identified in racial and socioeconomic 

subgroups. Hansen, Levesque, Quintero, and Valant (2018) looked at the latest 

National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) results, to discover that 

the nation has made progress over the past decade narrowing the achieve-

ment gap between white students and their black and Hispanic counterparts 

yet has failed to close the gap between students living in poverty and their 

wealthier cohort. While the teachers and staff members in a given building 

are obviously sharing in the efforts to ensure equity in achievement, the con-

tributions of a school principal are often highly scrutinized despite national 

trends suggesting the difficulty of such an undertaking. The educational lead-

ers of our earliest schools could not have imagined the level of accountability 

related to student achievement that would become commonplace for our 

modern-day principals.  

Principals are charged with developing and supporting a vision of academic 

success for all as well as with ensuring the school climate is conducive to 

learning. This climate is the foundation by which all school improvements are 

built. Principals who develop climates that value and empower teachers and 

students will be more likely to maximize their instructional time and regularly 

produce tangible examples of student learning. To do this effectively, school 

principals must address classroom management, inclusive practices, staff 

collaboration, student discipline, parent communication, data analysis and 

scheduling to name just a few. As one would imagine, any of the aforemen-

tioned topics could by itself require a great deal of time, human capital and 

fiscal resources (National Association of Secondary School Principals and 

National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2013). 

Most principals, however, are expected to address several of these key areas 

concurrently, while also acting as the primary disciplinarian and parent con-

tact of their school. In larger schools where a team of principals and vice prin-
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cipals share these duties, the principal is then responsible for monitoring the 

effectiveness of the team and its individual as well. 

Principals must work collaboratively with students, teachers, support per-

sonnel, families and the community at large in order to ensure a school cli-

mate and culture that supports their academic vision. Modern day societal 

circumstances are often working against the school principals as a recent 

survey reports that more than half of the nation’s children below the age of 12 

have experienced one or more forms of serious trauma (U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration, 

Maternal and Child Health Bureau, 2014). This statistic has significant impli-

cations on the kinds of learning environments our students require, the types 

of behaviors they exhibit and the likelihood they will achieve grade level ex-

pectations. Nonetheless, principals are charged to develop and maintain a 

school culture that affirms the worth and diversity of all its members, thereby 

ensuring they reach their fullest potential. 

On a national scale, the recent teacher evaluation movement has more 

clearly defined the systematic process of teacher accountability used to reach 

the achievement goals that guide the work of our principals (Huber & Skeds-

mo, 2016). The level with which a school leader provides instructional leader-

ship is a key factor in school and district success. Instructional leadership is a 

series of actions that positively contribute to the consistent implementation 

of research-based practices within a school. The school principal is often the 

only staff member to actually observe the entire teaching staff; thus, the mod-

ern-day principal is expected to have expertise in curriculum, instruction, 

assessment, and classroom environments. By developing the kinds of rela-

tionships that allow teachers to be open to receiving actionable feedback, 

building principals can ensure high quality instruction is delivered on a daily 

basis in their classrooms.  

Principals are also expected to provide meaningful professional develop-

ment, encourage staff members to observe expert colleagues in action, and 

support coaching and mentoring opportunities with and amongst their staff 

members (National Association of Secondary School Principals and National 

Association of Elementary School Principals, 2013). It is through the lens of 

instructional leadership that principals are able to be the kind of inspirational 

cheerleader that motivates teachers to take risks that will improve their in-

structional practice. Opportunities to delegate and share leadership respon-

sibilities centered on instructional improvements are also a prudent decision 

given the level of accountability and the limited time school principals have. 

Principals who work to develop teacher leaders and functional teacher 

teams within their buildings will increase the likelihood that the change effort 
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is organically grown and maintained. While instructional leadership and the 

development of a shared leadership model requires a steep time commit-

ment, principals who positively increase the collective efficacy of their staff 

members are more likely to see higher results in student achievement and 

staff satisfaction. Unfortunately, things like school safety concerns and stu-

dent discipline often pull principals away from the very classrooms that need 

the instructional leadership they are required to provide.  

Today’s school principals are asked to lead and follow simultaneously, leav-

ing them metaphorically with one foot in the past and a foot in the future. 

This phenomenon is further complicated by the necessary juggling of both 

time and energy on a lengthy list of daily responsibilities within their schools. 

While this realistic description may make the role seem daunting, the reality 

is that the impact of an effective school principal is almost palpable when you 

walk through the doors of a school. While vastly different than the simple role 

of our earliest school leaders, the personality of today’s principal becomes 

inextricably woven throughout the culture of the building as they are directly 

and indirectly connected to all of the decisions made within that school.  

The Potency of the Principalship: Action-Oriented Leadership at the Heart of 

School Improvement recognizes the profound impact that an effective princi-

pal can have on a community of learners in the 21st century and the challeng-

es that accompany this critical role. Unlike many other books written about 

one particular aspect of school leadership, this reference guide provides a 

variety of practical tools and tasks directly linked to the responsibilities of the 

school principal. Understanding the need for principals to continually pro-

duce higher levels of student achievement, it walks its readers through a se-

ries of key areas that will directly and indirectly impact student performance 

while acknowledging the ever-changing demographic profiles of our students 

and families, the increased emphasis on instructional leadership and the 

need for technology integration and effective community outreach. The Po-

tency of the Principalship: Action-Oriented Leadership at the Heart of School 

Improvement strategically places the principal in the center of an intercon-

nected web of key leadership focus areas and is designed to prevent school 

principals, and those supporting their efforts, from becoming obsolete like 

the one room schoolhouse or the handmade desks for two. 

Tracy A. Youngberg, Ed.D. 

Connecticut National Distinguished Principal of the Year 

Assistant Superintendent of Teaching, Learning, and Leadership,  

Windham Public Schools 



 

Preface 

The Potency of the Principalship: Action-Oriented Leadership at the Heart of 

School Improvement is a book written for building and district administrators, 

aspiring school leaders, graduate education students, educational policy-

makers, education professors, and school practitioners who are interested in 

the evolving principal role and/or the potential of this position to facilitate 

substantial student and school achievement. It reflects a keen understanding 

of the most important ideas in administrative leadership to date and guides 

the reader on a comprehensive journey through the diverse responsibilities of 

the 21st century principal. 

While there are numerous books describing leadership tasks and styles, this 

tome delves into the very heart of leadership and how the alignment of myri-

ad responsibilities positively influences student outcomes. As such, our moti-

vation for writing this book comes from the following: 

 Our desire to inform the reader that the role of principal has changed 

dramatically and, concurrently, principal expectations have multi-

plied, while the time for any given task has been minimized; 

 Our interest in sharing principal best practices that will influence 

teacher praxis; thus, having an immediate impact on student attain-

ment of skills and knowledge; 

  Our knowledge that principals help to create excellent teachers when 

professional development opportunities are sustained throughout the 

year, when adequate time is allocated to practice skills learned, and 

when actionable feedback is provided; 

 Our awareness, through experience and a careful examination of rele-

vant research, that a successful principal must actively engage families 

and community-based members to ensure student success; 

 Our belief that, despite the many administrative duties and necessary 

requirements that come along with the principalship, school leaders 

must be passionate about their work;  

 Our understanding that when principals guide and support all educa-

tors, they can achieve building-wide student academic proficiency; 

and 

 Our deep commitment to shaping a vision of education that is inclu-

sive, personalized, and focuses on the needs of all students. 



xii   Preface 

 
Most principals are tasked with leading a large group of individuals with 

varied beliefs, educational backgrounds, expertise, and expectations; yet it is 

worth acknowledging that teachers and paraprofessionals are assumed to 

have entered the field with a belief that they can make a positive difference 

and have a strong desire to educate the next generation (Young, Bonanno-

Sotiropoulos, & Smolinski, 2018b). In this cauldron of ideas and expectations, 

success must begin with a sense of purpose (Sinek, 2011). This clarity of pur-

pose is the building block for a string of others that, in turn, encompass who a 

principal is and what a principal does. 

A principal is responsible for budgets, discipline, assessment, observation 

and evaluation, engaging with families and the community, as well as a host 

of other items; yet those are merely the tasks that fall under the job title. To 

inspire others, a principal must connect the work to why they do what they do 

– that is their sense of purpose (Blanchard & Broadwell, 2018; Sinek, Mead, & 

Docker, 2017). Once the purpose is clearly defined, they can move to the 

strategy or approach that will be used to engage all staff; while, finally, princi-

pals will add the tools that attract the employees to think and work in a par-

ticular way (Sinek et al., 2017; Rasmussen, 2016).  

It is easy to say that that administrators and teachers believe they can make 

a difference; however, it is only through the creation of a bold purpose state-

ment that the belief becomes a reality (Sinek, 2011). Therefore, to use the 

example by Rasmussen (2016), an enlightened principal might say 

Everything we do, we believe in challenging our students’ thinking. We 

believe in inquiry. The way we challenge our students is by making our 

school safe and innovative, with passionate and knowledgeable teachers 

who are caring and compassionate, who cater to the needs of all stu-

dents. And, we happen to graduate honorable and educated citizens 

(n.p.). 

This sounds vastly different from the principal who comes to work each day 

merely for the paycheck, who has settled for the status quo, and does not 

engage staff in a common purpose. That principal might say “We teach high 

school. Our culture is spirited and sound. Our curriculum is rich. Our test 

scores are high” (Rasmussen, 2016, n.p.). Who would you follow? 

School leaders who are passionate about making a difference to the lives of 

others, bring a high level of energy to the task (Burgess & Houf, 2017). These 

same principals lead with love and have a well-articulated and clear purpose 

that inspires their faculty to teach at a higher level and their students to be-

lieve in themselves and their power to learn despite obstacles (Grundler & 

Grundler, 2017). There is an undeniable belief in building a positive school 
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culture that will transform all who are willing to put in equal effort, and this is 

palpable to staff, students, family and community members. 

Those who aspire to lead in this way are usually referred to as servant or 

transformational leaders, while those in the position for the power or glory 

are often referred to as autocratic leaders. Servant or transformational leaders 

put the needs and well-being of others first and help to develop their skills; 

thus, the culture provides security, a sense of autonomy, and the freedom and 

safety to ask for assistance when needed (Greenleaf Center for Servant Lead-

ership, 2016). 

Principals who serve their staff lead by example to “raise one another to 

higher levels of morality and motivation” (Burns, 1978). They believe that it is 

their job to model and encourage academic, social, and behavioral greatness. 

Those who “serve-first” instead of “lead first” (Greenleaf Center for Servant 

Leadership, 2016, n.p.) set clear goals and have high expectations for their 

staff; yet support, encouragement, and recognition are provided to ensure 

everyone achieves these lofty ideals (Bass & Riggio, 2014; Hoerr, 2005). Lead-

ers, therefore, especially for principals who want to see high levels of sus-

tained change, must think, act, and communicate differently (Sinek et al., 

2017).  

Entwined with being a transformational leader, these same principals are 

tasked with being instructional leaders. Here the focus is on management of 

assets such as using resources effectively and being an instructional resource 

as well as servant-first characteristics such as being a role model for staff, 

having communication skills that “inspire trust, spark motivation and em-

power teachers and students” (Concordia University-Portland, 2018, n.p.). 

This is a tall order. Principals spend a great deal of time being both a servant 

and an instructional leader, while simultaneously being a master negotiator, a 

diplomat, and more – often within the span of a single day (Concordia Uni-

versity-Portland, 2018). Finding balance can be difficult, if not impossible, 

thus, another necessary skill for any well-rounded principal is time manage-

ment. 

It has been argued that in order to affect whole-school improvement it is 

more important to develop high-quality leaders rather than individual teach-

ers due to the over-arching influence that belongs to the principal (Jensen, 

Downing, & Clark, 2017). For this reason, principals must be experts at com-

munication, ensuring professional development that is sustained and driven 

towards improving teacher practices as well as academic achievement, inspir-

ing others to become leaders themselves, bringing together families and 

community members to increase school opportunities, and partnering with 

unions to support staff and student success (Jensen et al., 2017). 
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The authors are deeply concerned about the principalship as they are in-

vested members of educational teams themselves: at one time or another 

having been a teacher, director, administrator, principal, and/or a superin-

tendent as well as college professor and dean of education. With a rich and 

long history of leadership between them, the authors hope to reinvigorate 

current administrators and inspire the next generation of educational leaders 

to become inspirational, impactful, and engaging in their own right.  

It is not surprising, then, that this book takes a critical and comprehensive 

look at the myriad issues mentioned and offers equal parts history and strate-

gy as a means to encourage and sustain principals and others interested in 

the field. The role of the school leader is vital to the success of staff and stu-

dents alike; therefore, it behooves all of us to better understand, assist, and 

support those who assume this position of great responsibility. 



 

Chapter 1  

Promoting Passion in Others: 

Recruiting, Evaluating, and Retaining 

a High-Performance Team 

Staffing a school is a complicated process. There are challenges with finding 

committed teachers with the proper credentials within established budget 

constricts as well as retaining these highly qualified faculty - especially for 

those with specialized training in the Science, Technology, Engineering and 

Mathematics (STEM) fields who can be easily pulled away by promising ca-

reers in industry (Ronfeldt, 2012). The needs of teachers at different phases of 

the career cycle complicate professional development and merely consider-

ing the needs of teachers starting out, in isolation, provides some hint at the 

complexity of staffing schoolwide. 

Early career educators encounter unique problems. Whether or not they 

progress to full time teachers depends on various factors, such as the condi-

tions specific to the school setting and support they receive during training 

sessions and the school year in general (Feiman-Nemser, 2012; Ronfeldt, 

2012). Regardless of the level of experience in the profession, the good news is 

that teacher retention can be improved through supportive leadership, ap-

propriate compensation, and the use of teacher evaluations that give com-

prehensive, personalized feedback to improve teaching practices (You, Kim, & 

Lim, 2017; Darling-Hammond, Beardsley, Haertel, & Rothstein, 2011). As if 

this were not enough to keep in mind, effective schools run by engaged lead-

ers promote continuous improvement, including lifelong professional devel-

opment processes for teachers from preservice thru retirement. 

Impact of Hiring 

Staffing within a school can greatly affect whether or not that school suc-

ceeds, and research shows that effective schools tend to follow certain hiring 

trends (Loeb, Kalogrides, & Beteille, 2012). These schools are inclined to at-

tract effective teachers from other schools; and when new teachers are hired, 

they are ideally assigned to classes in such a way so as to not overburden 

them. Effective schools hire teachers who are capable of raising achievement 
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performance in a relatively brief period, suggesting the positive impact that 

good teachers might have (Loeb et al., 2012). Further, Loeb et al. (2012) 

proved that stronger schools were able to retain their high-quality hires rather 

than lose them to turnover. These findings suggest how effective schools dif-

ferentiated themselves from ineffective schools and demonstrated the value 

of employing and retaining effective teachers (Loeb et al., 2012). For these 

reasons, principals must make difficult decisions regarding staffing and 

school organization that then effects other aspects of the building and cul-

ture. 

By following best practices and attempting to meet the needs of teachers, 

principals can help to lure talented instructors and retain them for the long 

term. These needs range from providing effective administrative support to 

providing sufficient salaries (Partee, 2014; You et al., 2017; Hendricks, 2014). 

Evaluation is also considered important to both principals and teachers who 

feel it assists their ability to improve their own instructional delivery; yet it is 

impossible to evaluate staff until quality faculty members have been retained 

(Taylor & Tyler, 2012). 

Early Career Teachers 

Teachers entering the field encounter problems that, while similar to those 

with more experience, are magnified by a lack of specific supportive resources 

for first year or new faculty (Feiman-Nemser, 2012). Newly hired staff may 

find themselves mired by a range of problems that can dissuade them from 

staying on at a school to include struggles in creating relationships with stu-

dents, difficulties managing school bureaucracy, and a lack of understanding 

of how to apply pedagogical techniques (Feiman-Nemser, 2012). 

The problems for novices are compounded at larger schools, as well as voca-

tional schools, where they are more likely to have poor perceptions of their 

own self-efficacy (Meristo & Eisenschmidt, 2014). Novice teachers at smaller 

schools may avoid this pitfall if they are provided adequate formal and infor-

mal collegial mentorship to help them learn the ropes; however, their self-

efficacy perceptions can also be improved with a supportive work climate 

fostered by the building leadership (Meristo & Eisenschmidt, 2014).  

New teachers have been compared to individuals marooned on a desert is-

land, often facing a plethora of challenges without a clear direction or helping 

hand; thus, support becomes imperative (Feiman-Nemser, 2012). Difficulties 

can dissuade people from continuing within the teaching profession, and 

although retention continues to be important from one year to another, the 

early years, in particular, are an intense time in which the novice is continuing 

to learn and apply what he or she was taught during his or her preservice 
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