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Introduction     xi

I
n 2015, my third book for ASCD, The Principal 50: Critical 

Leadership Questions for Inspiring Schoolwide Excellence, was 

published. Intended for current and aspiring school leaders, 

the book emphasizes “looking within” to inspire excellence in 

others; at its core are 50 self-refl ective questions for educa-

tors to ponder that get to the heart of what it means to be an 

eff ective school leader. 

I traveled around the United States and abroad to promote 

the book, engaging leaders in diff erent parts of the world in 

discussions about the questions within it. In each of these 

discussions, I found myself returning to the same overarch-

ing question: “Is my school a better school because I lead it?” 

I would ask of school leaders, “Is your school a better school 

because you are there? Is there something about you that makes 

your school stand a better chance of success? Would your 

school be a better school if someone else were leading it 

instead of you?” 

I was surprised by the reaction—or lack of reaction—school 

leaders had to my overarching question. Usually I was met 

with silence and had to prod for responses. Th is makes sense, 

as answering the question accurately requires us to be brutally 

honest with ourselves—even when the truth hurts—particularly 

in a public forum.

Th ere are three key areas to consider when asking yourself if 

your school is better because you are there:
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xii     Is My School a Better School BECAUSE I Lead It?

• Your contention,

• Your evidence, and

• Your staff ’s perception.

Your contention is easy—it’s what you think, feel, and believe 

about your leadership. For your contention to be valid, your 

evidence must support it. If your staff’s perception does not align 

to your contention or to the evidence, then a serious disconnect 

is present that needs to be addressed.

It is my strong belief that addressing and rectifying any dis-

connect between contentions and your evidence of leadership 

in schools begins with self-refl ection and self-assessment, 

which can best be engaged in by asking and answering ques-

tions of ourselves. 

We must be entirely frank and prepared to face truths that 

make us uncomfortable. I learned long ago that inspiration 

doesn’t always last, but discomfort sticks around until the 

root issues are resolved. Th ough I have been called a “moti-

vational speaker,” I prefer to think of myself as a “discomfort 

speaker”—my objective is to create discomfort toward inspir-

ing leadership excellence.

Before continuing with this book, I want you to briefl y pon-

der the following question: “Who is that leading my school?” 

Have you ever stopped to consider who you are as the leader of 

your school, and how your leadership is being perceived by all 

parties? Have you ever stepped outside of yourself to scrutinize 

your own leadership with a critical eye? If so, what did you 

see? Did you like what you saw? Did you feel that what you 

were observing was the best possible version of yourself? Were 

you dissatisfi ed with what you saw? Did you see room for 
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Introduction     xiii

improvement? Did you see areas of concern that required your 

immediate attention? 

Th e goal of this book is to help you examine your leadership 

identity and the value that it brings to your school. I sincerely 

hope that you do in fact feel some discomfort as you read the 

pages that follow and that you use that energy to rectify any 

underlying issues. 

With all this said, let us now delve into the who, what, where, 

why, and when of your leadership approach. By the time you’re 

fi nished with this book, I want you to be able to defi nitively 

say, “Yes! My school is a better school because I lead it!”
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CHAPTER 1
 My Leadership Identity—Who I Am
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My Leadership Identity—Who I Am     3

Q1: Who am I as the leader of my school?

Great leaders possess a very clear and evident leadership 

identity. Th eir leadership attributes are clearly visible, identi-

fi able, and distinguishable. When you interact with them, you 

can sense their leadership. Consider, for example, one of the 

greatest leaders the world has ever known: Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr. Th ere is no question who he was as a leader. We know 

who he was and what he represented by the way he conducted 

himself in his leadership capacity. 

Clarity of identity leads to certain expectations. When I see 

a person in a pilot’s uniform at the airport, for example, my 

expectation is not only that he or she will be fl ying a plane but 

also that the pilot has an expertise in fl ying planes.  Th is is a 

result of my knowledge of his or her professional identity via 

the uniform. Your leadership identity in school should be as 

clearly distinguishable as a pilot’s uniform, making a state-

ment from the outset.

So, who are you as the leader of your school? Who are you 

once you put that “principal’s uniform” on? What is it about 

your leadership that sets you apart from everyone else? Th e 

answers that you come up with are your contention of your 

identity as a leader—how you see yourself through your own 

set of lenses. 
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4     Is My School a Better School BECAUSE I Lead It?

Th e ensuing challenge is to identify evidence that supports your 

contention of your leadership identity. Volume and quality of 

classroom visits and pre- and post-observation conferences 

are certainly data points to examine, for example, but the most 

important evidence is your staff’s perception of your qualities 

as a leader. Do staff  members feel that they have grown in 

their practice thanks to your instructional leadership? Is there 

in any way a disconnect between your contention and staff ’s 

perceptions of you?

Q2:  Is who I think I am as the leader of my
school consistent with the evidence?

It is easy to refl ect upon who we are as school leaders and 

reach the wrong conclusion. I have engaged countless princi-

pals of challenging schools in conversations about the obsta-

cles they face ensuring schoolwide success. Very often, they 

will attribute any problems to fellow staff , diffi  cult parents, 

apathetic students, poverty, crime, drugs, and so on, without a 

word about their own leadership. In these educators’ eyes, once 

all external factors are addressed, their leadership is bound 

to fl ourish.

Th is perspective ignores a central tenet of school leadership: 

eff ective leaders inspire excellence regardless of factors outside 

their control. If you believe you are a strong leader, you must 

earnestly examine the evidence at hand and ask yourself 

honestly: Does it support what I contend about myself? It is 

imperative that you see yourself objectively if you are to suc-

ceed as a leader in your school.
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