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Assistant Principal 2.0: The Evolution From 
Training to Leadership Development

As a result, in today’s educational environment assistant principals, by 
design and necessity, are called upon to do more big picture and manage-
ment tasks, in addition to delegating many school-based initiatives to others. 
They coordinate the efforts of those in emerging leadership roles while still 
attending to the day-to-day business of supervising teachers and, first and 
most importantly, working with students in a wide variety of ways. What 
is the difference between the traditional role and the new requirements of 
leadership for today’s assistant principals? How should principals mentor 
assistant principals to prepare them to take on this new role in the evolving 
world of education? And perhaps most importantly, how can administrative 
teams, under a principal’s guidance, structure their duties and responsibili-
ties in a way that not only benefits the school, but allows them to grow as 
professionals?

Today’s assistant principals must be critically important members of the 
school’s administrative leadership team. As second-in-command to the prin-
cipal, they must be well-versed and prepared for numerous aspects of school 
leadership. They must be properly trained and highly capable of taking a 
leadership role in the instructional program, and comfortable working close-
ly with very different constituency groups, students, staff, parents, the great-
er community, and central office personal. In addition, they must have skills 
and competencies in a wide variety of areas, including management strate-
gies, data analysis, hiring practices, human relations interactions, and school 
finances, and have an understanding of the politics, both nationally and lo-
cally, that impact schools. They need to know how to secure a multitude 
of resources and to cultivate relationships that will benefit the school. They 
must develop outstanding communications skills, both oral and written, and 
they also must be willing and prepared to make important decisions. This is 
a huge shift from the days when assistant principals spent the majority of 
their time dealing with students who cut class and assigning them detention.

Just as the role of the assistant principal has evolved, so must the lead-
ership development associated with the position. Traditionally, assistant 
principal training, when it even occurred, was “one size fits all,” done spo-
radically and often in isolation. At worst, in too many school districts, a com-
prehensive training plan doesn’t exist at all, and assistant principals are left 
to experience the all-too-familiar “trial by fire.” This plan (or lack of one) is 
based on a simple cornerstone: the principal tells the assistant principal what 
to do and the assistant principal does it. For resources, the assistant principal 
is often dependent upon artifacts to decipher from the previous assistant 
principal, in the form of dusty three-ring binders on their bookshelf. Most of 
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the time, assistant principals in this situation are put in the position of “de-
pending on the kindness of strangers,” namely rapid-fire advice from their 
new colleagues, prefaced with the phrase, “This is how we do it here.” For-
mal training, if it exists at all, might come via degree or certificate programs, 
or “drive-through” training in which the assistant principal is declared the 
expert after a three-hour directive session. If there is the rare opportunity to 
attend a professional conference, the chance to do meaningful followup or 
training with other colleagues is rarer still. In short, this is not the best way 
to cultivate leadership talent in education.

The missing ingredient in the leadership-training recipe is the relation-
ship that the assistant principal and principal develop in this process. How 
well an assistant principal is trained and how the principal sees her role and 
responsibility in mentoring can make a tremendous difference in the career 
path of the assistant principal and, ultimately, the overall effectiveness of 
the school. People become assistant principals for many reasons and bring a 
wide range of experiences, skills and abilities to the position. It is incumbent 
upon the principal to evaluate where each assistant principal is profession-
ally and what training is needed to help her be most effective, whether she 
is a brand new novice assistant principal, fresh out of the classroom, or one 
with 25 years of experience who needs to refresh and retool her skills to meet 
changing demands.

The Assistant Principal Assignment: 
Old School vs. New School of Thought

When a principal has multiple assistant principals under his direction, 
traditionally the easiest thing to do is to look at the skill-set of each individ-
ual and assign roles commensurate with their individual strengths as they 
align with the needs of the school. In many ways, it makes sense to have 
the former football coach serve as the disciplinarian as he has a presence, is 
highly respected, and does not put up with any nonsense from students. The 
assistant principal who was a math teacher is usually assigned the responsi-
bilities of building the master schedule and organizing all testing, the school 
calendar, and any other detail-oriented tasks. And the assistant principal 
who was a highly effective chair of the English department and is seen as the 
instructional leader, is the one who is assigned to manage curriculum issues 
and observe and evaluate teachers. Principals may assess the “soft skills” of 
assistant principals and then assign tasks accordingly. For the school where 
there is only one assistant principal, they are expected to assume all of the 
administrative tasks the principal does not do, which can be overwhelming.

For many, many years, this is how the majority of high schools were 
organized and it is still common practice. Doesn’t it make sense to assign 
assistant principals tasks and roles they are most comfortable performing 
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School-based educators need to always remember that our number one 
purpose is to educate, work with, support, and develop the students we 
serve in the school community. An assistant principal wears many hats and 
takes on many roles and responsibilities, but needs to recognize that it is 
critical to keep students’ needs in the forefront of every decision.

“Getting to Know You…”
Secondary schools can be organized in many different ways and assistant 

principal assignments usually, but not always, include supervision of stu-
dents. However, if student supervision and discipline is part of an assistant 
principal’s assignment, they are usually assigned by grade level or alpha-
betically, and the very best thing an assistant principal can do is get to know 
the students in their caseload in a positive way and as quickly as possible.

There are many strategies assistant principals can use to get to know stu-
dents. It cannot be overstated how important it is to be visible and approach-
able in and around the school. As one assistant principal remarked, “I can 
get a lot of the same work accomplished sitting at my desk firing off e-mails. 
But unless I’m out meeting students and interacting with them, I don’t re-
ally know what’s going on.” The easiest, most obvious, and often most ef-
fective way is to say a simple “good morning” to students in the hallways 
on a regular basis. Students almost always respond in a positive manner to 
a friendly greeting; in fact, most everyone does. Remarking to students that 
you saw them earlier in the day mastering a science lab, scoring a goal in the 
field hockey game last night, or asking about an older sibling who graduated 
from the school serves to build common ground. Most students will never 
admit this, but they like to be recognized and acknowledged.

Another important strategy that cannot be overemphasized is to learn 
individual students’ names. This can be a challenge in a large school but this 
is incredibly powerful, especially when a student has no idea the assistant 
principal even knows who they are, and it can completely disarm them in a 
positive way. Just the fact that someone bothered to learn the student’s name 
speaks volumes, especially if it is for a positive or benign reason. Conversely, 
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when the assistant principal knows a student’s name, it can signal the begin-
ning of a relationship. Some districts have student pictures available online, 
which is extremely helpful to the administrators as it reinforces their ability 
to learn names. If this is not the case, a yearbook can be an excellent aid in 
learning student names.

One assistant principal who is traditionally the administrator for the 
ninth grade in his high school makes it a habit to get the yearbooks from 
both middle schools that feed his school at the end of each school year. He 
uses this as a tool to familiarize himself with the students he will be working 
with the next year. Establishing positive connections with students always 
makes the job of the assistant principal easier, and learning names makes stu-
dents feel valued and recognized, particularly when it is not a student who 
is on everyone’s radar. There is nothing more powerful than a student being 
greeted by name on the first day of school by the assistant principal who has 
learned names and faces before he even meets the students.

Keeping It Positive, Keeps It Productive
Another benefit to knowing student names and the informal interaction 

of the hallway and classroom is that the first interaction with the adminis-
trator can be a good one. For potentially problematic students, if the first 
contact the student has with the assistant principal is a positive one, it makes 
future conflicts easier to work through. It also gives the assistant principal a 
frame of reference about the student which may be neutral or positive rather 
than always beginning with negatives in discipline situations. One assistant 
principal said, “Some days when I’m in my office, I feel like all of my inter-
actions with students are about bad things. Getting out and talking to kids 
gives me the opportunity to prove that isn’t so.”

Positive relationships can go a long way when something happens and 
the assistant principal needs to rely on students to provide information or 
assistance. A student is far more likely to come forward and talk about a 
situation to an assistant principal when the student believes he knows and 
respects her. The best compliment an assistant principal can get from stu-
dents, is to be told she is considered fair. Although fair isn’t always equal, 
students need to believe that if they have a problem or an issue, they will 
be listened to and treated fairly. There are simple ways to accomplish this. 
Many assistant principals make it a point to come out from behind their desk 
and sit next to a student or at a table in an empathetic fashion when the situa-
tion warrants. Another administrator makes it a point to listen to everything 
the student has to say before he begins to speak. This allows the student to 
get everything out, even when they are angry and often gives the assistant 
principal far more information about the situation. Yet another makes a habit 
of telling the student everything they plan to say to the student’s parent be-
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Recognizing the Difference Between 
What Teachers Want and Need

Most administrators rise from the ranks of the classroom teacher, and 
assume when they become an assistant principal, that they will understand 
the needs of their staff colleagues most completely. Most assistant principals 
remember what qualities they admired in assistant principals they worked 
with, and, more importantly, what they wanted and needed from them to 
forge a strong working relationship. One assistant principal summarized 
what she quickly learned about the staff and their relationship with the as-
sistant principal: “What they want is for you to make the trains run on time. 
What they really need is validation, guidance, and being held accountable 
for their stake in your school.”

“Making the trains run on time” is shorthand for making the routine 
management decisions that allows a school to progress effectively on a day-
to-day basis. Teachers want special bell schedules well in advance, so that 
they can adjust their instruction and plan appropriately. If a teacher sends 
a student to the office with a discipline referral, they want to know that ac-
tion was taken and suitable consequences were assigned. If the computer 
network is not functioning, the staff wants the assistant principal in charge 
of technology to make the phone calls, restore the network quickly, and give 
regular updates about progress toward fixing the problem. These are seem-
ingly simple things, but in the teaching world, they mean everything. As one 
rookie assistant principal reflected, tongue firmly in cheek, “I can forget to 
return a message to a staff member, or lose track of time and miss a planned 
observation of a teacher. But if I don’t create and distribute in advance the 
special all-school assembly or testing bell schedule, that’s really screwing 
up.” In reality, little things do mean a great deal to the staff. The smooth 
management of routine tasks is one of the assistant principal’s main jobs and 
the means by which the assistant principal is most likely to quickly earn or 
lose staff respect and trust.
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Staff members need to trust and respect the assistant principal and be-
lieve that those feelings are mutual. Assistant principals need to be excellent 
listeners and hear people out, especially when staff is most frustrated. Often 
teachers just need to vent. But in some situations they go to the assistant 
principal with a student problem and expect the assistant principal to do 
what they want, which often is not ultimately in the best interests of the 
student. A frustrated teacher will demand the maximum consequence for 
student behavior, particularly when it is the tenth time the student has been 
late or mouthed off in class. The assistant principal needs to acknowledge 
that frustration but also help the staff member understand that while they 
will listen to what happened and what the staff member wants as followup, 
that is not necessarily what is going to happen. The smart assistant principal 
explains why. Teachers need to understand that when the assistant principal 
doesn’t do precisely what they want her to do, it does not mean they have 
not been heard or supported. Teachers may be angry that a student was not 
suspended and instead given detention and a parent called, but it is not the 
teacher’s job to determine the consequences. Assistant principals need to un-
derstand the frustration the staff member may be feeling but also to balance 
what happened with the needs of the student, within reason. Teaching can be 
an isolating profession and most teachers aren’t privy to big-picture issues. 
Without being condescending, it is the job of the assistant principal to guide 
and explain decisions so the teacher feels validated, even if a compromise is 
appropriate. Lastly, it is imperative for the assistant principal to support the 
teacher in front of parents and students, but recognize that support can come 
in many forms. An assistant principal can let a parent know that a teacher 
was following school policy, but in an administrative role there is often the 
ability to make a different determination based on a broader scope of infor-
mation. The assistant principal who can walk the fine line of demonstrating 
support yet compromise appropriately has mastered the art of administra-
tion.

Implementing the Principal’s Vision: 
Do You See What I See?

Increasingly, school staff needs an assistant principal who fulfills the 
traditional management role, but also embraces the role of the educational 
leader. As the job of the school-based administrator becomes more demand-
ing, assistant principals are increasingly called upon to serve in other com-
plex roles; as an extension of the principal in articulating his vision, as a 
curricular or instructional leader, as a collaborator with other school-based 
leaders on strategic initiatives, and as a facilitator of institutional change. As 
with many of the roles the assistant principal assumes, their success depends 
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information with complete certainty that it is fact, yet often it is their child’s 
opinion. An interaction with one parent may actually have the effect of an 
interaction with many parent groups, just as positively meeting the needs of 
a member of the business community may pay dividends with many com-
munity groups, or vice versa.

The Assistant Principal as Community Organizer
One parent told an assistant principal that his son was disgusted that 

there was a specific area of the school where students were using drugs and 
that the school knew about it and made a conscious decision to look the other 
way. The parent proceeded to make this claim publicly at a parent meeting 
and actually threatened to go to the press with this information. The assis-
tant principal apprised the principal of the situation immediately and they 
developed a plan for dealing with this parent as well as with his child. The 
reality was that there had been drug issues the previous year in the area the 
parent referred to but it had absolutely been addressed and that area was 
now the regular post for a member of the security team. There had been no 
issues since it was addressed and the student report was grossly inaccurate.

The assistant principal invited the parent in to meet with him and offered 
to take him on a school tour, which included the referenced area. He further 
invited the parent to drop in any time and visit that area. He also called 
for the student, and while not refuting the student’s claim, asked him if he 
ever witnessed any drug activity or smelled anything to discretely make him 
aware so it could be dealt with. The student became sheepish and indicated 
that perhaps he had exaggerated the situation to his father but told the assis-
tant principal he would let him know if he witnessed anything in the future. 
Because the assistant principal was proactive and nonconfrontational with 
both the parent and student, the issue, in fact, became a nonissue.

Sometimes assistant principals are called upon to mediate a conflict be-
tween students and their parents when issues escalate into the community. 
Handled sensitively and successfully, this can build all-important credibility 
for the assistant principal. For this reason, assistant principals should not 
look at parent contact as an isolated occurrence but should invite and wel-
come the parents’ perspective in working out solutions involving their child. 
Parents can be valuable allies and usually appreciate being part of any pro-
cess that involves the safety and well-being of their child.

It is important for assistant principals to process situations with another 
administrator, as this will produce decisions that are consistent within the 
school. This ensures the parent feels that the administration is “on the same 
page,” as well as reasonable and fair in their decision making. Decisions 
made in isolation, or as snap judgments, sometimes in anger and without 
weighing all options, often come back to bite the assistant principal.
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