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xvii

A
s I type this introduction, it is November 4, 2018, and I 

am in a hotel room in downtown historic Jackson, Mis-

sissippi. I barely slept last night because I couldn’t wait 

to start writing. I have wanted to write this book for at least 

10 years and kept putting other projects ahead of it, but then 

something interesting happened in April 2017: while in a 

hotel room, I made a 45-minute YouTube video on assistant 

principal interviewing techniques entitled Thoughts to Consider 

for the Assistant Principal Job Interview. As of this writing, the 

video has more than 41,000 views—which let me know that 

there are educators out there who are “hungry,” eager for the 

information that will get them into school leadership positions

—and at least 500 people have contacted me to inform me 

that they got hired as a result of the information presented 

in the video. As I monitored the view count and comments 

on what became a series of eight videos for aspiring assistant 

principals and aspiring principals, I knew it was time to cease 

putting this book off and carve out the time to get it done.

So, you want to be a principal? Well, there is much to know 

toward not only becoming a principal but being an effective 

one over time. Your desire matters. Your ambition matters. 

Your vision matters. And for some, even the “calling” matters. 

But you’ve got to have information, too. Many who have had 

very successful teaching careers and feel that they could make 

a bigger impact at the building leadership level learn, once 

they are on the job, that teaching success does not necessar-

ily equate to leadership success. School leadership requires a 
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xviii  |  The Aspiring Principal 50

different mindset and a different skill set than does teaching. 

In reading numerous books, articles, and blogs on school 

leadership, I have found that, for the most part, they are dis-

cussing “leadership.” While this book will do the same, what 

distinguishes it is that I am writing about leadership with the 

classroom teacher, the school counselor, the assistant principal, 

and the new principal in mind. In other words, I am writing 

this book for the educator who is considering making the 

leap to a leadership position but who is not quite armed with 

the information required to either make the leap or begin the 

process of making the leap and for the assistant principal who 

recently made the leap to a new principalship. 

My intent is for you to read this book—perhaps a few times—

to help you determine whether or not you really want to enter 

the ranks of school leadership in general and ultimately one 

day become the principal of your own school. I want this book 

to help you determine whether or not school leadership is 

really for you (many who desire to lead realize, while in a lead-

ership position, that their true passion is in the classroom). I 

am hoping that this book will help you to determine whether 

or not “The Principal” is truly who you want to be—and help 

those of you new to the principalship grow and thrive in the 

position. 

For those of you familiar with my previous writings, you know 

that every book that I write is in a reflective format. (As I 

reflect on virtually everything I do, I prefer to write books that 

force readers to look within themselves.) I feel that this is a 

powerful way to affect personal and professional growth. The 

Aspiring Principal 50, also written in a reflective format, will 

provide you with the pertinent information needed to become 

an effective principal and will do so in a way that forces you to 
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Introduction—Why This Book?  |  xix

simultaneously look within yourself and look to the future as 

you find your true leadership identity. 

Pursuing the Assistant Principalship: 
My Story
After my third year of teaching at the elementary level, I 

knew definitively that I wanted to be a principal. It became 

somewhat of an obsession. I wanted it badly. Students under 

my tutelage experienced high levels of success, and I was 

named school, district, and county Teacher of the Year and 

was a finalist for New Jersey State Teacher of the Year. I firmly 

believed that I could replicate and expand on, at the building 

level, what I was able to achieve at the classroom level. I was 

“hungry” to get to the next level—the assistant principalship. I 

envisioned myself one day walking into a school and assisting 

the principal with all facets of school leadership. 

I was ready “now,” and I knew instinctively that if I was going 

to be an effective school leader, I would first have to be an 

effective classroom teacher—for a minimum of five years (my 

personal rule of thumb)! I encounter classroom teachers who 

want to leave the classroom the moment they get the “itch” 

to lead. I remind them that one of the things that their staff 

members are going to be curious about is whether or not they 

were successful in the classroom and for how long. As a school 

leader, your number one priority is student achievement, and you 

must be able to effectively lead your school instructionally. If you 

had not taught effectively for a minimum of five years,

 » how would you know what to look for in a teacher?, 

 » how would you know what great and solid pedagogy 

looked like if you hadn’t experienced it?, and 
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xx  |  The Aspiring Principal 50

 » why would a teacher view you as a credible instruc-

tional leader? 

These are important questions to consider in your quest for 

school leadership. Because I was an effective classroom teacher 

for seven years and had an extraordinary experience through-

out my administrative internship while maintaining a “hunger” 

for school leadership, I felt that I was ready and qualified to 

become an assistant principal.

Of my 30 years in education, my year as an assistant principal 

was both the most interesting and the most unrewarding—

but I made the most of it. Based on my years of successful 

teaching, I entered that building ready to assist the principal 

with leading that school to heights previously unimagined. 

In reality, however, I was relegated to being a school discipli-

narian (daily receiving numerous disciplinary referrals from 

teachers and, as a result, counseling students and doling out 

punishments) and school supply inventory clerk (weekly 

ordering and distributing school supplies to teachers). I would 

have to figure out the facets of school leadership to which 

I wasn’t exposed—instructional leadership, team building, 

student programming, curriculum development, budget man-

agement—later. But that was OK. From a distance, I studied 

my principal and principals of other schools. I watched and 

reflected upon my principal’s every move. I asked myself how 

I would have carried out all that I saw my principal do. I was 

preparing myself mentally for a principalship that, unbe-

knownst to me, was not too far off.

Some of you reading this book are assistant principals, some 

are new principals, and others of you are pursuing the assistant 

principalship. Your experiences are varied. Some of you are or 
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Introduction—Why This Book?  |  xxi

will be thoroughly trained to be great principals. Others of 

you will have to learn on your own. Either way, this book is 

designed to supplement the process. I will to give you quite a 

bit to think about and consider as you pursue school leader-

ship and, ideally, a long career as a principal. It is my hope that 

the pages of this book will not only fill in whatever gaps may 

occur along the way but will also reinforce all of your experi-

ential learning on your journey to principal effectiveness.

Imagine Yourself as the Principal of Your 
Current School
Consider your current capacity. You are teachers, counselors, 

social workers, assistant principals, new principals, and so on. 

The intent of this book is to get you to start thinking as a 

principal. While there are certainly school leaders out there 

who solely aspire to become assistant principals, they repre-

sent the minority. Most, I would imagine, view the assistant 

principalship as the vehicle to the principalship. So, whatever 

your current capacity, I am going to make the assumption that 

the overwhelming majority of those who will read this book 

are aspiring principals and new principals. To that end, I want 

you to imagine you are the principal of your current school. I 

regularly say to aspiring principals that if you are going to be 

an effective principal, part of the process is to begin to think like 

one as soon as you are committed to becoming one. Although you 

cannot definitively think like a principal because you have 

never been one, you can now imagine what it is like to walk 

in those shoes. In other words, consider everything you do, 

see, and hear through the lens of the leader that you aspire to 

become. Do you do, see, and hear things differently than you 

do in your current capacity? Does thinking about these things 

as a leader change your perspective at all? 
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xxii  |  The Aspiring Principal 50

When I recall my days as a teacher, many of the decisions 

that I made were not necessarily the decisions I would have 

made when I became a principal because, as a principal, I was 

looking at the school through a very different, and broader, 

lens. For example, consider a situation in which a student 

repeatedly violates a classroom rule (which I refer to as an 

expectation or a norm). In my capacity as a classroom teacher, 

although a rule has been violated, the principal may never 

know about it if I decide to handle it in the classroom myself. 

However, as a school leader, if the teacher feels compelled to 

write a disciplinarian referral for the infraction and expects me 

to intervene, I have to make a decision that demonstrates fair-

ness, equity, and consistency across the entire building relative 

to both the teacher and the student. As a principal, I am not 

in a position to address behavioral issues as I might have when 

I was a classroom teacher. In a situation such as this, I can’t 

conclude, “I wouldn’t have sent the student to the office,” and 

send the student back to class without having intervened. As 

you observe your principal, you can’t question how you would 

address a situation based upon how you would address it as 

a classroom teacher. You must be able to look at the bigger 

picture and determine, as best you can, how you would address 

the situation as a principal while demonstrating fairness, 

equity, and consistency. Your decisions impact an entire build-

ing. All are watching. 

As you imagine you are the leader of your current school, con-

sider the following 10 questions:

 » Can you envision yourself as an effective leader of your 

current school?

 » What types of programs would you put in place that do 

not currently exist?

Kafele-Aspiring Principal 50_pages.indd   xxii 5/9/19   12:07 PM

xx

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



Introduction—Why This Book?  |  xxiii

 » What policies and procedures would you put in place 

that do not currently exist?

 » What is your overall leadership philosophy (that culmi-

nates in your leadership style)?

 » What decisions would you make in all aspects of your 

leadership?

 » How closely would your leadership mirror that of your 

principal?

 » How would your leadership differ from that of your 

principal?

 » How would you utilize your assistant principal(s)?

 » How would your school be a different school if you 

were leading it?

 » Would your school be a better school if you were lead-

ing it?

While the responses to these questions are numerous and var-

ied, what’s key is that you begin asking yourself and answering 

these questions now. You must strive to shift to the principal-

ship mentally long before you make the shift physically. 

Prior to becoming an assistant principal, I for three years 

simultaneously saw myself in the assistant principal capacity 

and maintained my focus on my students and my effective-

ness as a classroom teacher. I believe, regarding anything in 

life, that once you have decided that there’s something new 

that you desire to accomplish, you’ve got to envision yourself 

already doing it before you take the first step toward getting 

there. You’ve got to see yourself already walking in the accom-

plished goal. You’ve got to see the victory within your mind’s 

eye from the outset.

Kafele-Aspiring Principal 50_pages.indd   xxiii 5/9/19   12:07 PM

xxi

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



xxiv  |  The Aspiring Principal 50

Let’s Do It—The Organization of This Book 
Let’s now delve into what will make you an effective school 

leader. As I stated previously, the entire book is written in 

a self-reflective format. The first four chapters comprise 25 

self-reflective questions that will have you asking yourself, 

“How will I . . . ?” (address 25 different unavoidable scenar-

ios that you will face as a principal). The remaining chapter, 

which also contains self-reflective questions, will prepare 

you for success on your assistant principal or principal job 

interview. 

As you read The Aspiring Principal 50, I want you to hear me 

speaking directly, helping you get where you want to go. 

Kafele-Aspiring Principal 50_pages.indd   xxiv 5/9/19   12:07 PM

xxii

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



3

Q:  How will I reconcile the reality of the 
correlation between my leadership 
effectiveness and the success or failure 
of my school?

For the past 20 years I have repeatedly stated that leadership 

is everything—whether it be business leadership, govern-

ment leadership, organizational leadership, sports leadership, 

or school leadership. Show me a school full of phenomenal 

teachers in every classroom and an ineffective leader (the prin-

cipal), and I’ll show you an underperforming school. While 

the school may be considered high-performing because of the 

performance level of the teaching staff, it is not performing 

optimally because its leader is ineffective. On the other hand, 

show me a school full of young, fresh-out-of-college, brand-

new, and inexperienced teachers with a seasoned, effective 

leader (the principal), and I’ll show you a school with a wealth 

of potential. I say this emphatically because this effective 

principal understands that his role includes ensuring that 

these new teachers receive all the support, guidance, direction, 

and leadership required for their future success. It is leadership 

that leads the effort toward making this happen. 

The effective principal understands that the success or failure 

of his school rests squarely on his shoulders. As the prin-

cipal goes, so goes the school—despite any challenges that 
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