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Introduction

Strong leaders are artists. They inspire, applaud, chastise,
steer,-and stand on the side. They create, monitor, reinforce,
encourage, and stand in the back. Yes, sometimes they stand
in front, too. They recognize that it is their responsibility to
help create a setting in which each individual can flourish and
everyone can grow. Strong leaders understand that leadership is
about relationships.
Strong leaders are artists because they recognize that there
is no one formula, no particular policy, no set of procedures that
will always work with everyone or, even, will always work with
any one person. Each unique situation and every idiosyncratic
individual must be appreciated. We know that we must take a
developmental approach to how our students learn; we also
know that they learn best when they learn constructively, by
creating their own meaning. It is no different for our teachers.
They, too, must be viewed developmentally; they, too, learn best
constructively. I believe that this is true of leaders and followers
everywhere, in all settings, and I am sure that it is even more
true of leaders in schools.
As I write this introduction, I am nearing my 28th year of
leading a school. This longevity means that I have made many
mistakes. I hope that I have learned from these mistakes. I
certainly don’t lack opportunities to learn, those times when I
look back and see what I should have done differently or what
I should do in the future. Just last week, for example, an entire
inservice day was allocated for teachers to meet individually
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Throughout this
book you’ll find
leadership advice
from educators
around the world.

We are all leaders,
and we are all
learners. ~Tamala

with administrators to discuss their professional goals. The day
consisted of a series of 30-minute meetings, one after the other,
after the other. I was beat at the end of the day, but I was also
invigorated. It was exciting to hear the teachers’ plans and to
have an uninterrupted half hour to talk and learn with each of
them. At the end of the day, all I could think was, Why didn’t I do
this before?
This book capitalizes on my experiences, what worked and
what didn’t, and offers ideas and examples for how a school can
be led. I also e-mailed many educators around the world and
asked for their thoughts on the issues I was addressing. You’ll
see many of their comments in the margins of these pages. Leadership is an art, so there are no formulas. Instead, chapters deal
with the day-to-day stuff that administrators live and breathe:
running meetings, evaluating teachers, working with parents,
building a team, supervising projects, focusing on diversity, and
encouraging collegiality.
I believe that the challenges facing school leaders are
greater than those facing leaders in other arenas. This stems
from the nature of education and how our schools are organized. Three particular challenges quickly come to mind.
• Balancing measurement tensions. In for-profit organizations,
the outcomes are agreed upon and the bottom line is very clear.
Educators, however, continue to debate how to measure success
in schools. Should individual students, groups of students, or
an entire school be evaluated only on the basis of standardized
tests? What about primarily on standardized tests? What aspects
of student growth aren’t captured by any standardized test?
Does “adequate yearly progress” offer a more realistic picture of
what we can expect from our students and ourselves? How can
PEPs (projects, exhibitions, and presentations) and portfolios be
used to gauge student growth? Can these measures be used to
accurately gauge teacher effectiveness?
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Even though debates continue to rage about the validity of-such instruments, and perceptive educators realize that
objective tests capture only slices of a student’s growth, principals are held accountable for the performance of their schools
on standardized measures. Principals must focus their energies
and those of their staffs on what is being measured, regardless of any misgivings they might hold about the limitations of
the measurement tools. But it is not this simple. At the same
time, principals must also realize that other issues are critically
important to student and faculty growth and development.
• Herding cats. Leading teachers has been likened to conducting a symphony orchestra, coaching a basketball team, or
herding cats. A conductor works at getting each member of the
orchestra to play an instrument in concert with all the other
members; success is determined by how well they play together.
A basketball coach creates relationships in which players feed
off one another and adjust to the changing tempo of the game;
success is determined by how well they play together. Good
leadership enables the players, whether in the orchestra or on
the basketball team, to achieve more as members of the group
than they ever could as individuals. A cat herder keeps the goal
in mind and recognizes that it will never be easy; he often asks
himself, “Why am I doing this?”
Leadership never is easy, and it’s even harder to lead the
kinds of people we want to teach our students. That is because
many of the qualities that are found in wonderful teachers—passion, creativity, and a thirst for independence—can make it
difficult for them to share, to work toward a common goal, and
to be good teammates. This tendency is exacerbated because
teaching is often a very autonomous activity (it shouldn’t be, of
course, and that is the focus of much of this book). Indeed, it
can sometimes be hard for teachers to accept the fact that they
have a boss.
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For talented teachers, teaching is an art and they are
artists.-When I think of these teachers, I use Michelangelo as
my-avatar. We want Michelangelos teaching our children, yet
Michelangelos are often difficult, recusant, and quite independent, and they can be difficult to lead. We must find ways to lead
that inspire and challenge as well as direct and support. Supervising Michelangelo is no small task.

Leaders challenge,
but they do not
overwhelm. ~Nelly

• Being caught in the middle. Principals answer to just about
everyone. Officially, they are responsible to a superintendent
and assistant superintendents. They are also, officially or otherwise, responsible to associate superintendents, assistants to the
superintendent, deputy superintendents, area superintendents,
directors of education, and curriculum directors. Let’s not forget
board of education members, who sometimes have difficulty
recognizing what is policy and what is administration. Clearly,
principals have multiple official bosses. (Some principals would
add that they are responsible to the director of transportation
or the director of building and grounds!)
Principals are also responsible to their teachers, who play
the role of unofficial bosses. Leading schools involves creating
an environment in which everyone grows, including the teachers and the principal. In that environment, principals listen to
teachers, and listening implies a willingness to respond. In addition, some teachers will have more experience and clout with
parents (or maybe with people who work in the central office)
than does the principal. Unhappy teachers can rally parents; satisfied teachers can quell them. Teachers’ unions have also given
teachers a strong voice in many management issues.
Of course, principals also answer to parents. Three unhappy
parents can cause a revolt. Two dissatisfied parents can create
endless headaches. One malcontent parent can get an audience
with the superintendent. And as any principal knows, critical
and unhappy parents will be found in every school, no matter
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the quality of the school or the skill level of the principal. Principals must work to educate and include all parents.
These unique challenges endemic to leading a school—the
debate over how student and school progress can be measured,
the issue of teachers as artists, and the visible and vulnerable
nature of the role of the school leader—take us to one inescapable conclusion: Leadership is about relationships. Indeed, sometimes those relationships are quite close and intimate; at other
times, they extend across countries and continents. The quotes
that you see in the margins of this book, for example, are from
educators around the world. Although I personally know some
of these individuals, the majority are people with whom I’ve had
“only” an ongoing e-mail relationship. Nevertheless, these are
educators from whom I have learned.
Good leaders embrace these challenges and move schools
forward. Whether a school is progressing from struggling status
to acceptable or going from acceptable to good or moving from
good to great, leadership is the key variable in its evolution.
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Good leaders change organizations; great leaders change people. People are at the heart of any organization, particularly a
school, and it is only through changing people—nurturing and
challenging them, helping them grow and develop, creating a
culture in which they all learn—that an organization can flourish. Leadership is about relationships.
Leaders increase a group’s productivity by helping everyone
in the group become more effective. Whatever the task or goal, a
great leader helps everyone improve. A leader begins by setting
the vision but doesn’t stop there. A leader listens, understands,
motivates, reinforces, and makes the tough decisions. A leader
passes out praise when things go well and takes responsibility
and picks up the pieces when things fall apart. Leadership is
about relationships.
Leaders don’t lead by issuing mandates. Leaders communicate well and often, and they listen to others. Listening doesn’t
mean abdicating responsibility or failing to play a leadership
role. Listening means incorporating others’ ideas and talents and
energies into forging a vision. Sometimes leadership is obvious,
but that is not always so. As Dwight D. Eisenhower observed,
“Leadership is the art of getting someone else to do something
you want done because he wants to do it.” Good leaders bring
out the best in others. Leadership is about relationships.
Academicians often distinguish between leadership and
management. Leadership, they say, is creating the vision, dealing with those outside the organization, and inspiring others.
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Management is executing the vision, dealing with employees,
and maintaining standards. Perhaps some leaders don’t manage,
but that is not my experience. The strong leaders I’ve known
were strong because they could lead and manage. Yes, leaders
do create the vision, deal with external parties, and inspire.
But-leaders also execute the strategies that make the vision a
reality, deal with the employees, and follow through to ensure
that the right things are done in the right way. Leadership is
about relationships.

Lessons Learned the Hard Way
In more than a quarter-century of running schools and trying to
be a leader, I’ve learned some painful and powerful lessons. Four
of them in particular stick with me (and, believe me, I haven’t
mastered these lessons yet).

Leading Nonpublic Schools
The heads of charter, parochial, and private schools deal with the same tensions as their public
school peers. Their titles may be different. Instead of being the principal, they may be called
the president, director, executive director, headmaster, headmistress, or head of school. But the
issues they face are the same. Measurement issues are no less relevant in nonpublic schools.
One difference is that there is less of a hierarchy to which nonpublic school leaders must
respond, but this doesn’t mean that governance is easier. Nonpublic schools will typically have
boards of directors of between 12 and 25 members.
Leaders of nonpublic schools also live with an additional dose of reality. There is no higher
degree of accountability than that which comes from parents deciding each year whether to
continue enrollment at a particular school. When parents vote with their feet like this, their
actions represent a powerful evaluation of the school. Further, when tuition is charged, the
money spent often results in even higher expectations on the part of families. Of course, most
nonpublic schools, charters excepted, are able to select their students and can operate with far
more flexibility than their public counterparts. Perhaps the biggest difference is that most nonpublic school leaders have the additional responsibilities of marketing and fund-raising.
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1. Be inclusive: All of us are smarter than any of us.
2. Be clear: Is it your decision, my decision, or our decision?
3. Be fair to yourself and others: Know the difference between
excellence and perfection.
4. Be someone who makes a difference: Why do you want to
lead a school?

Lesson 1: Be Inclusive
Warren—tall and thin and always frowning—came into my
office, unannounced. My heart skipped a beat when I saw him
because I knew that I would quickly be on the defensive. Warren
did that to me just about every time we talked. He was the parent of two of my students, a 2nd and a 4th grader, and he always
brought me criticisms and complaints. In my few months as
principal, Warren had become my nemesis.
“Do you have a minute?” he asked. Honestly, I didn’t have
a minute. I was busy. And even if I did have a minute, the last
thing I wanted to do was spend it talking to Warren.
“Of course!” I replied, and I offered him a seat anyway.
It was my first year as a principal, and I already knew that
I-didn’t like having Warren as my chief critic. My inner-suburb
school of 400 students was, according to the district’s terminology, “underachieving.” That meant the majority of our students
were doing poorly on standardized tests. Many students came
from families that qualified for free or reduced-price lunch, but I
knew that wasn’t an excuse. My eyes were wide open when I took
the job. I understood the challenges that awaited me and was,
in fact, eager to face them. The day Warren came into my office,
many issues were already clear to me: Students were not learning; parents were not involved; and faculty members were doing
what they had done for years, even though it wasn’t effective.
“I want to see our school’s standardized test scores,” Warren said. “I don’t want to see individual student scores, but the
superintendent tells me you’re here to turn things around, and
I-want to know what the problem is. Why do we need you?”
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Leadership happens
at many levels and
comes from many
individuals. If you’ve
forgotten that, you’re
no longer a part of
that leadership. ~Ben

