
Evelyn M. Randle-Robbins, M.A.
Edited by Al Desetta

Transform Culture,  
Empower Teachers, and  

Raise Student Achievement

SCHOOL
THE HANDS-ON GUIDE TO

IMPROVEMENT

© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.
© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.



Evelyn M. Randle-Robbins, M.A.
Edited by Al Desetta

Transform Culture,  
Empower Teachers, and  

Raise Student Achievement

SCHOOL
THE HANDS-ON GUIDE TO

IMPROVEMENT

© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.



Copyright © 2016 by Evelyn M. Randle-Robbins, M.A.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Unless otherwise noted, no 
part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher, except 
for brief quotations or critical reviews. For more information, go to www.freespirit.com/permissions.

Free Spirit, Free Spirit Publishing, and associated logos are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of Free 
Spirit Publishing Inc. A complete listing of our logos and trademarks is available at www.freespirit.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Randle-Robbins, Evelyn M., author.
Title: The hands-on guide to school improvement : transform culture, empower teachers, and raise student 

achievement / by Evelyn M. Randle-Robbins, M.A. ; edited by Al Desetta.
Description: Golden Valley, MN : Free Spirit Publishing, 2016. | Includes index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2015040151 (print) | LCCN 2015051407 (ebook) | ISBN 9781631980251 (paperback) | ISBN 

1631980254 (paperback) | ISBN 9781631980725 (Web pdf) | ISBN 9781631980732 (epub)
Subjects: LCSH: School improvement programs—United States. | School management and organization—

United States. | Educational leadership—United States. | Communication in education—United States. | 
Teachers—In-service training—United States. | Effective teaching—United States. | School environment—
United States. | BISAC: EDUCATION / Administration / General. | EDUCATION / Leadership.

Classification: LCC LB2822.82 .R385 2016 (print) | LCC LB2822.82 (ebook) | DDC 371.2/07—dc23
LC record available at http://lccn.loc.gov/2015040151

Free Spirit Publishing does not have control over or assume responsibility for author or third-party web-
sites and their content. At the time of this book’s publication, all facts and figures cited within are the 
most current available. All telephone numbers, addresses, and website URLs are accurate and active; 
all publications, organizations, websites, and other resources exist as described in this book; and all 
have been verified as of October 2015. If you find an error or believe that a resource listed here is not as 
described, please contact Free Spirit Publishing.

Edited by Al Desetta and Alison Behnke
Cover and interior design by Emily Dyer

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1
Printed in the United States of America

Free Spirit Publishing Inc.
6325 Sandburg Road, Suite 100 
Golden Valley, MN 55427-3674
(612) 338-2068
help4kids@freespirit.com
www.freespirit.com

Free Spirit offers competitive pricing. 
Contact edsales@freespirit.com for pricing information on multiple quantity purchases.

© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.



I dedicate this book to Chris and Kennedi for sharing 
me and my time with students, teachers, and families; 

and to my mother for teaching me Proverbs 3:5–6.

© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.



© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.

Contents
List of Figures   vii 
List of Reproducible Forms   vii

Introduction   1

Chapter One: Twelve Core Principles and Practices of Visionary Leadership    6
 #1: Speak to Inspire              8
 #2: Connect Staff with a Vision   9
 #3: Support Your Staff Around the Little Things   11
 #4: Know How to Delegate   11
 #5: Create “Buy-In”   12
 #6: Be Proactive and Take Chances   14
 #7: Initiate Crucial and Difficult Conversations   14
 #8: Pay Attention to Detail   16
 #9: Model Positive Behavior   18
 #10: Be Visible and Hands-On   18
 #11: Market Your School   19
 #12: Set Up Small Victories and Quick Wins   20

Chapter Two: Developing a Strategic Plan for All Stakeholders   22
Objectives by Constituency Group   22
Strategic Plan, Phase One: Before School Starts (May to August)  23
Strategic Plan, Phase Two: Start of the School Year 
 (August/September)   29
Strategic Plan, Phase Three: Throughout the School Year   34

Chapter Three: Evaluating Your School and Staff   40
Create an Information-Gathering Plan   40
Establish Teams and Keep Communication Lines Open   44
Core Qualities of Effective Teachers   46
Prioritizing Staff Changes   51
Selecting New Staff   52



Chapter Four: Culture and Climate— 
Establishing a Positive, Safe, and Nurturing Environment   58

Developing Expectations, Routines, and Systems   59
Core Principles and Practices for Creating a Positive School Culture   61
Stay Persistent, But Be Willing to Seek Other Methods   89

Chapter Five: Professional Development— 
Creating and Sustaining a Proficient Learning Community   92

Overview of the Professional Development Process   93
Eleven Core Principles and Practices of Professional Development   95
Structuring Professional Development at Your School   115
Conducting a Professional Development Meeting   117

Chapter Six: The Specifics of Instructional Leadership   121
Forming an Instructional Leadership Team (ILT)   124
Evaluating an Existing Staff   125
The Specifics of Classroom Observation   127
The Specifics of Coaching Teachers One-on-One   134
Prioritizing Your Coaching   135
Teacher Improvement Plans   137

Chapter Seven: Using Academic Interventions Effectively   148
Intervention and the Three Tiers   149
A Five-Step Process for Conducting Interventions   151
Using the Data to Develop an Intervention Plan   153
Spread Intervention Among Your Entire Staff   155
Monitoring the Intervention Process   156
Common Challenges in Tier 3 Interventions   160
Making Major Shifts in Practice   163
Keep Parents Informed About Interventions   165
Be Realistic About Your Goals   166

© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.



Chapter Eight: Working with Common Core State Standards   168
Professional Development and the Common Core   169
Monitoring and Assessing Student Progress  
 Toward Common Core Mastery  170
Common Core Assessments and Reteaching   171
Seek Out Quality Resources for Teaching to the Common Core   174
Get Parents on Board with Common Core   175
Ensure that Students and Parents Know  
 and Understand Key Scores   176
Acknowledge Concerns About Assessments   177

Chapter Nine: Building Quality Parent Partnerships   181
Conduct Parent Surveys   182
Provide a Range of Options for Involvement   182
Communicate Consistently   183
Prompt Parent Questioning and Prepare Teachers to Respond   184
Ensure That Parents Are Treated with Respect   185

Closing Comments   188
 
References and Resources   189
Index   192
Acknowledgments   198
About the Author   199 
 

© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.



List of Figures
 Figure 1: Sample Introductory Letter to Staff   25
 Figure 2: Sample Introductory Letter to Parents and Caregivers   28
 Figure 3: Sample Schoolwide Behavior Matrix   67
 Figure 4: Sample Teacher Behavior Management Plan   71
 Figure 5: Professional Development—Components and Process   93
 Figure 6: Sample Fifth-Grade Science Lesson Plan   106
 Figure 7:  Sample Small-Group Instruction Lesson Plan,  

Fifth-Grade Language Arts   108
 Figure 8:  Two Sample Professional Development Agendas   118
 Figure 9: Sample Fourth-Grade Markerboard Configuration   130
 Figure 10: Sample Teacher Improvement Plan   138
 Figure 11: Classroom Student Growth Targets   157
 Figure 12: Targeted Instruction Action Plan Example   158
 Figure 13:  Ten-Week Common Core Scope and  

Sequence Template   172
 Figure 14:  Report Card Pickup Role-Playing Scenarios  

  and Checklist   186

List of Reproducible Forms
Staff and Teacher Survey  37
Guiding Questions for Staff Interviews   55
Staff Professional Development Survey   57
Discipline Referral Form   90
Lesson Plan Feedback Form   120
Danielson Coaching Tool   141
Teacher Monitoring Tool: Informal Observation   144
Self-Reflection Tool—Winter Break   146
Grade Book Monitoring Tool   179

These forms can be downloaded and printed at www.freespirit.com.  
See page 201 for information about how to access the PDFs.

v i i

© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.



1

© 2016 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.

Introduction
The Hands-On Guide to School Improvement is a practical, no-nonsense book 
that will help principals and administrators bring transformational change 
to their schools—whatever their needs, strengths, goals, or starting points 
are. The hard-earned advice in this book is based on my more than twenty 
years of experience as a teacher, assistant principal, and principal in Chicago 
Public Schools. In these pages you will find insights, recommendations, and 
practical applications that will dramatically improve school culture, trans-
form teaching, and boost student achievement. 

Many books have been written about school improvement and lead-
ership. However, few are written by active school principals. This book 
is not based on research I’ve conducted about schools or on interviews 
with educators. Instead, it offers something more concrete and direct—a 
first-person account of my ongoing work as an instructional leader. I have 
been responsible for every detail of school leadership: from greeting stu-
dents when they arrive in the morning, to creating a culture of respect and 
harmony, to monitoring teachers in the classroom, to improving schoolwide 
academic achievement. Everything I recommend in this book has been tried 
and tested in the day-to-day realities of challenging school environments. 
And while my experience comes from schools that were once struggling, the 
lessons in this book apply to any school, in any community. 

Consider the following statistics: In 2013, only 41 percent of U.S. public 
school students in fourth grade and only 34 percent in eighth grade per-
formed at or above proficiency in mathematics. In the same year, only 34 
percent of U.S. public school students performed at or above proficiency in 
reading in both fourth and eighth grades, with the percentages in the states 
ranging from 17 percent to 48 percent. For twelfth graders, the news was 
even worse: only 26 percent of high school seniors in 2013 were at or above 
proficiency in math, and 38 percent were at or above proficiency in reading.1 

1 National Assessment of Educational Progress, “2013 Mathematics and Reading,” The Nation’s Report 
Card, 2013 (nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2013).
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All schools will eventually encounter challenges or roadblocks in at least 
one crucial area. A school with high academic achievement may have a 
demoralized and non-collaborative teaching staff. A school with a respectful 
and orderly culture may be underperforming in academics or have strained 
relations with parents and the community. Few schools perform equally 
well in every regard, and all schools run up against similar problems from 
time to time.

For example, a majority of U.S. public school students come from 
low-income families, according to a new analysis of 2013 federal data, 
a statistic that has profound implications for the nation. The Southern 
Education Foundation reports that 51 percent of students in prekinder- 
garten through twelfth grade in the 2012–2013 school year were eligible  
for the federal program that provides free and reduced-price lunches.2  
This troubling situation affects nearly every school district in the country 
and is an issue that won’t be going away anytime soon.

I believe in an approach that I call “visionary school leadership.” By that 
I mean intentional leadership: Everything you do as a school leader must 
have a clear goal and must be carried out through a systematic, consistent 
process. Laying out the core principles of visionary leadership, this book 
will give you specific ways to meet challenges by implementing proven, 
tested methods that I have successfully used as an administrator in three 
difficult school environments.

While this book will look at theory and data to support school improve-
ment, it is more than a theoretical or data-driven book. It is always practical 
and concrete. It is designed to help school leaders implement the day-to-day 
and week-by-week changes that are crucial to improving school perfor-
mance. Learning can only take place when a school has a culture of respect 
and harmony. And that kind of culture is not built just on theory or data, 
but on paying attention to small, tangible details—rules for bathroom use, 
how trays are emptied in the cafeteria, how students are taught to walk 
in the hallways, and many other situations. The same detailed, hands-on 
approach is needed in coaching and developing your professional staff. The 
ability to initiate difficult conversations with underperforming teachers, 
to closely observe and monitor their classroom teaching, and to take steps 

2 Suitts, Steve. “A Majority Research Bulletin: Low Income Students Now a Majority in the Nation’s Public 
Schools.” Southern Education Foundation, 2015 (www.southerneducation.org). 
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to improve their performance is crucial in improving your school. Theory 
and data are important, but the key to unlocking their power lies with your 
ability to effectively implement changes according to what the numbers are 
telling you.

The lessons and advice I offer were not taught to me in college or 
graduate school. I learned them on the job. When I first came to a K–8 
school as an assistant principal, we didn’t have anyone guiding us in how 
to improve a severely underperforming school. I had taught in the Chicago 
Public Schools for many years, but Howe School of Excellence was my first 
experience in a high-stakes, high-pressure administrative setting. Despite 
my extensive classroom experience, there were many things I didn’t know 
about being an administrator in a struggling school. So the principal and I 
experimented and tweaked things as we went along. If a strategy worked, we 
kept it. If not, we went back to the drawing board and tried something new. 
There was no book or manual to show us the way. 

The Hands-On Guide to School Improvement, based on this process of trial 
and error, seeks to fill that gap. You’ll be able to use this book to address 
your most pressing challenges, from creating a culture of harmony and 
respect to making instructional leadership the focal point of your daily 
routine. Whether it’s the “small stuff ” that matters greatly, or the “big pic-
ture” of student achievement, The Hands-On Guide to School Improvement 
provides practical guidance that has been successful in the “real world” of 
three public schools. It shows you:

 · how to create rules and procedures that lead to respect and harmony 
in classrooms, bathrooms, hallways, and cafeterias. 

 · how to create and implement consistent and effective disciplinary 
measures.

 · how to spend 70 percent of your time out of the office, monitoring 
teachers and focusing on instructional leadership.

 · how to make ongoing professional development the centerpiece of 
your work with teachers.

 · how to empower teachers to manage their classrooms effectively and 
deal with difficult issues.

 · how to initiate difficult conversations with underperforming or 
unprofessional teachers, and how to recruit effective teachers.
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The book is organized into nine chapters, addressing key challenges you 
will face as an administrator:

 · Twelve Core Principles and Practices of Visionary Leadership
 · Developing a Strategic Plan for All Stakeholders
 · Evaluating Your School and Staff 
 · Culture and Climate—Establishing a Positive, Safe, and  
Nurturing Environment

 · Professional Development—Creating and Sustaining a  
Proficient Learning Community 

 · The Specifics of Instructional Leadership
 · Using Academic Interventions Effectively
 · Working with Common Core State Standards
 · Building Quality Parent Partnerships 

Throughout the book, I rely on real-life examples from my work as an 
administrator to illustrate key points and practices. You’ll find some of 
these examples in sidebars under the heading “From the Principal’s Desk.” 
Sometimes I use the name Great School Academy in place of the real names 
of schools where I’ve worked. Similarly, while the stories I tell are true, all 
teachers’ names have been changed. I’ve also included forms and documents 
I have used as a hands-on instructional leader, some of which are provided 
as reproducibles that you can adapt to your own situation and needs. See 
page vii for instructions for downloading these forms, which you can 
customize and print out. In addition, a short list of questions follows each 
chapter, encouraging you to reflect on the material you’ve read and on your 
goals as an administrator. 

I also regularly refer to Charlotte Danielson’s Enhancing Professional 
Practice: A Framework for Teaching, which I have found to be an invaluable 
guide in my work as an administrator. Danielson’s four domains—Planning 
and Preparation, Classroom Environment, Instruction, and Professional 
Responsibilities—help frame my standards for teacher excellence. 

In the end, no one book can show you the path to successful school 
reform. I’m not suggesting a one-size-fits-all approach in this book. The 
schools where I served as an administrator required particular approaches 
to deal with discipline and academic achievement. Not every school 
requires exactly the tactics I suggest. Instead, you must test, adapt, and 
apply your own practices, based on your particular school, teaching 
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staff, and circumstances. The Hands-On Guide to School Improvement is 
designed to help you do that, supplementing and informing your efforts 
as an administrator. 

I invite you to contact me and share your stories or to tell me how the 
book was useful to you. I applaud your work and wish you success and 
satisfaction in your endeavors.

Evelyn M. Randle-Robbins, M.A.
help4kids@freespirit.com
c/o Free Spirit Publishing
6325 Sandburg Road, Suite 100
Golden Valley, MN 55427-3674

Everything I recommend  in this book has been  tried and tested in the  day-to-day realities of  challenging school environments.
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CHAPTER ONE
Twelve Core Principles and  
Practices of Visionary Leadership
On that March day in 2008, it would be an understatement to say that I 
was extremely nervous. 

Ms. Smith and I were making our first visit to a struggling K–8 school 
located on Chicago’s west side. In September, the two of us—Ms. Smith as 
the principal and myself as the assistant principal—would be taking over 
at the school. We were visiting the outgoing principal (whom we would be 
replacing, along with her entire staff ) to get a sense of what we would be 
facing in the fall. 

I had been a classroom teacher since 1992 and was no newcomer to the 
challenges of underperforming schools. But this was my first assignment 
as an administrator. Ms. Smith had never been a principal before and I 
had never been an assistant principal. I had no clue about what it took to 
transform a school. All I could think about were the previous administrators 
I had worked for, and how harried and distant they often seemed. 

The enormity of the challenge hit me the moment we walked through 
the school’s front doors. The school was in chaos and the noise level was 
sky-high. Kids who should have been in class were scampering through the 
halls. Instead of checking us in or welcoming us, the security guard slumped 
in his chair, as if seeking refuge from the bedlam.

“What’s all the noise?” I asked him.
“Oh, that’s just lunch,” he replied.
As we explored further, we saw that the building was dilapidated. I was 

struck by the peeling paint, dirty floors, and broken water fountains. I 
thought to myself: Is this what we think of our children? Is this how much  
we value them?

As Ms. Smith and I peeked into classrooms, we saw no sign of struc-
ture or discipline. Teachers and students yelled at each other. Kids sat atop 
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their desks, sometimes pounding on them. In one classroom, a substitute 
teacher read the newspaper while the entire class was in an uproar. There 
was no lunchroom. Instead, lunch was being served in shifts in two  
crowded classrooms.

Had I seen glimpses of schools like this in my career? Yes, I had. But 
during the previous four years I had been at a much more successful 
school with a modern interior, up-to-date technology, and a lot of parent 
participation. When Ms. Smith first contacted me, she asked if I could 
handle coming to the west side of Chicago, because she knew it would be 
difficult territory. 

When Ms. Smith and I met with the departing principal, she wasn’t 
angry. In fact, she welcomed the coming changes. “This should have been 
done years ago,” she told us. She added, “Don’t keep anyone from this staff. 
They’re just not good for students.” They had been around for years, she 
said, and had become complacent. 

The principal told us story after story about incompetent teachers—how 
she had unsuccessfully tried to remove them or take some kind of corrective 
action. Many were angry and bitter, because now they had to find new jobs 
by the end of the summer. The principal also showed us knives and other 
weapons that had been confiscated from students. Many of the school’s 
discipline referrals were for the most aggressive student misconduct. 

That day in the school, we could feel the tension around us. Many 
teachers had mentally checked out already and were just going through 
the motions, while the students were left to do what they wanted. As we 
were leaving, we knew we had a huge challenge in front of us. But I didn’t 
feel intimidated by it. Rather, I felt charged. We had a job to do, and I was 
passionate about getting it done and about fundamentally changing the 
way those students experienced school. Later that month, Ms. Smith and I 
began picking a new staff for September. 

If you walk into that school today, more than seven years later, you’ll see 
a totally transformed environment. You’ll be greeted by a warm staff. You’ll 
see a clean school with creative bulletin boards displaying lots of student 
work. Students walk the halls quietly, in orderly lines. You’ll glance into 
inviting classrooms and see teachers engaged with their students. Test scores 
and attendance have risen dramatically, while disciplinary infractions have 
decreased significantly. And the school now has a real lunchroom. 
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The difference is between night and day. This book explains how we got 
there. The core principles I describe will help you: 

 · create a culture of high-quality learning for students and staff
 · develop students who learn more and who can compete academically 
on standardized assessments

 · transform your school into a place where learning is contagious, 
where kids are eager to come to class and participate, where high 
achievement is the norm, and where parents and community mem-
bers become working partners in your success story. 

The first core principle in creating and sustaining an effective school is 
inspiring, supportive, and visionary leadership. Leadership starts from the 
top; the principal or academic director sets the tone for an entire school. 
That tone can be negative or it can be positive. I’ve seen both in my career. 
In improving school performance, it’s absolutely imperative that you 
provide clear, focused, and intentional leadership. Without such positive 
leadership, it will be very difficult for you to create transformation. 

In the rest of this chapter, I’ll explore twelve essential components of 
effective, visionary leadership. Throughout the book, I’ll continually refer 
back to them and elaborate upon these components. 

#1: Speak to Inspire
Inspiring your staff means letting them know that they’re the people you 
want on your team, and that you know they’ll help your school overcome 
whatever obstacles it may face. It means recognizing and empowering that 
very personal part of them that first drew them to become teachers. They 
chose the profession for reasons beyond just liking children. They wanted to 
do something to change society for the better, and they knew that working 
with students would be the best way to effect that change. Inspiring your 
staff means speaking to their purpose in life, and acknowledging the reasons 
why they do what they do. To inspire your staff, work to connect with them 
and let them know that you realize not everyone can do this work, that 
they’re the right people for the job, and that you’re glad to have them on 
board. A good leader makes teachers feel appreciated. 

Start off the year with an inspirational talk with your teachers. Then, 
throughout the year have one-on-one conversations with them, especially 
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at crucial times. Around testing time, for example, teachers can get frus-
trated and tired. That’s a good time to let your staff know their work 
isn’t in vain and say: “I see everything you’re doing, I know you’re put-
ting in more than 100 percent, and I appreciate it.” Just like anyone else, 
teachers gain strength and energy from recognition and 
acknowledgment. 

Yes, there are going to be hard days, and things may get 
more difficult before they get a whole lot better. That’s 
all the more reason to let your staff know that you’re 
on their side and eager to work together. Inspire your 
staff though little gestures. Cater breakfasts and lunches 
for them. Give them appreciative cards, plaques, and 
“hallway high fives.” The little things can go a long way 
toward inspiring your staff.

Too many administrators talk to teachers about 
what they’re doing wrong, but not about what they’re 
doing well. When you begin a conversation with, “I’m so glad you’re a part 
of my staff,” you’re helping that teacher feel good about being part of your 
vision. You’re empowering that teacher. Sincere praise goes a long way. And 
when you can walk into classrooms and ask teachers about their weekends 
or how their parents are doing, it shows that you care about your staff as 
individuals, not just as employees. 

What you do as an administrator affects everyone. Teachers take your 
positive energy back to their classrooms and transfer it to their students. In 
turn, students start treating each other better. Inspiration starts at the top 
and filters all the way down. Tangible progress will result throughout the 
school year. 

#2: Connect Staff with a Vision
To be effective in improving school performance, you need a detailed plan 
for how you’re going to make that happen. In fact, you need multiple plans. 
There has to be a plan for transforming culture and climate. There has to be 
a plan for transforming instruction. And there has to be a plan for trans-
forming teaching, or professional development. Change can’t be dictated 
from the top: “I’m the new principal, so everyone follow me.” Your staff has 

The first core principle  in creating and sustaining an effective school is  inspiring, supportive,  and visionary leadership.
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to clearly perceive the short-term and long-term goals and benefits of the 
changes you’re working to make.

When you hire and train teachers and staff to begin the process of trans-
forming your school, you need those people to connect with your vision for 
the school. You have to clearly and passionately articulate that vision so they 
will say, “Hey, I want to be a part of this thing. It’s going to be transforma-
tive work and it’s going to change—or even save—the lives of students.” 
And you have to not only articulate the vision, but find a way to make it 
tangible and doable. These steps—which will be described in greater detail 
later in the book—will help you do this: 

 · Lead your staff in a creative workshop to develop the mission  
and vision. 

 · Create teambuilding activities to strengthen staff cohesion. 
 · Discuss goal setting with all staff members during one-on-one  
meetings. Ask: How will their actions contribute to the vision?

A central part of any transformative vision is conveying high expecta-
tions. So talk about high expectations at professional development meet-
ings. Devote student assemblies to the subject, especially at the start of the 
year. Tell students your expectations for them are 200 percent, and make 
it clear that they must work to meet these expectations. Emphasize these 
points continually throughout the school year. 

Constantly keep your vision front and center in everything you do. 
Describe it in the simplest possible terms, so people remember it and can 
carry it forward. At every professional development meeting, reiterate that 
vision. For example: 

 · To provide high-quality, standards-based instruction for all students
 · To promote the value of learning, emphasizing creativity, character, 
and social-emotional development 

 · To nurture quality performance among students and staff, so that 
everyone is able to reach their highest potential through a differen-
tiated, effective, and rigorous curriculum within a caring, safe, and 
orderly environment

 · To prepare and equip all students to be contributors to a global society 

Talk regularly and passionately about how you’re going to make these 
goals become reality. It’s okay for a teacher to email you and say, “I have 
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some thoughts about my role as it relates to the vision. Can I bounce some 
things off you, while you give me more clarity?” In a positive school culture, 
that kind of collaboration happens all the time. It gives teachers confidence 
that they can make the vision happen.

#3: Support Your Staff Around the Little Things
Seemingly little things can often disgruntle teachers, especially when they 
already feel stressed or overwhelmed. Schools located in high-poverty 
areas, in particular, often don’t have the supplies and luxuries that other 
schools have, and the disbursement of materials and funds may be lim-
ited. If teachers can’t get a pack of pencils, make copies, or receive supplies 
from the main office, they may feel angry because of it. In turn, they may 
struggle to teach effectively. If these things are taking place, supportive 
leadership is faltering. 

To prevent this scenario, you can work on anticipating these “little 
things” and preventing them to the best of your ability. Buy supplies at the 
start of the year and provide teachers with pencils, pens, paper, staplers, 
pencil sharpeners, folders, and crayons—all those things that can make such 
a huge difference. If your school has uniforms, you can purchase these well 
before the start of the school year so no one is scrambling at the last min-
ute. You can ensure that necessities such as heating and cooling systems are 
working in all classrooms. You can also work to be sure that every classroom 
is set up with minimal technology needs and all teachers have been trained 
on any new technology before the year begins. 

This sends an important message: we’re not going to bicker and argue 
over this stuff. In transforming a school, you’ve got bigger fish to fry. When 
children sit down in their seats, their teacher must be ready and able to 
teach effectively. 

#4: Know How to Delegate
In my early days as an administrator, I’d come home overloaded with work. 
My husband observed, “If you have that much to do, then you haven’t 
delegated.” That was a powerful moment of realization. I had hired a highly 
capable and experienced staff, yet I wasn’t empowering them to use their 
skills to the maximum. 
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An effective leader has to empower her entire staff and others in the 
school family—not just teachers, but also parents and caregivers, commu-
nity members, and partnering organizations. This is a key aspect of improv-
ing school performance. At the end of the day, a leader can’t do it all herself. 
You have to communicate the vision and present a coherent plan to achieve 
that vision. And then you have to send forth your staff to carry it out. That 
requires delegation. 

Be confident in your team members and let them do their jobs. Trust 
that you’ve made the right decisions in hiring them or keeping them on 
your staff. If you’re not delegating, you’re not using your staff ’s talents to 
the fullest. 

#5: Create “Buy-In”
Working with adults can sometimes be more difficult than working with 
students. For the most part, students are going to comply because you have 
authority over them. You can generally win them over by providing struc-
ture, positive support, and social services. 

You can’t always win over adults this way, however. If you 
don’t connect well with your staff and build a trusting rela-
tionship with them, problems will develop, often over the 
smallest things. That’s why many administrators are short, 
easily frustrated, and not as accessible as you’d like them 
to be. A huge issue in improving performance is assem-
bling the right people and communicating with them in 
the right way. 

That means creating buy-in—the motivation and 
desire among teachers and other partners to work with 
you to fulfill the vision. Buy-in means people agree 
to support your goals, often by becoming involved in 

creating those goals. My experiences with administrators over the years—
both positive and negative—affect how I run my school today. By doing 
positive things for staff, you can create buy-in and strengthen their willing-
ness to work hard with you to fulfill your vision. Without that cooperation, 
no vision can reach fruition. Positive things may include a staff attendance 
incentive in the form of chocolate bars or other treats, which you can pass 
out with a note reading, “You’re worth a lot to our school. Thank you for 

A central part of
  

any transformative  

vision is conveyi
ng  

high expectation
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being here every day!” Additionally, you could feature a Teacher of the Week 
in each newsletter, highlighting special events, valuable skills, or notable 
accomplishments.

At one school where I taught, the principal was very “old school.” She 
would walk into our classrooms in an intimidating manner, sit at our desks 
while we were teaching, and go through our desks and file drawers (she 
considered this part of our observation). She also gave us each a piece of hot 
pink paper with these rules listed on it: 

Don’t come late. 

Don’t talk in the halls. 

Don’t leave the restroom unlocked. 

Don’t submit your lesson plans late. 

She seemed to blame teachers for everything, and everything she said 
had a negative tone, even her “good morning.” Getting a compliment from 
her was like pulling teeth. She didn’t listen to her staff, scheduling morn-
ing meetings at 7:45, although none of us wanted to meet that early. Even 
when she offered to pay us to attend, no one did. She was also completely 
controlling. Once she walked into a teacher’s room and saw something 
about handwriting instruction she didn’t like. She bought every teacher a 
student-level cursive handwriting book and gave us a due date for complet-
ing the assignments. I was stunned and angry. I looked around at the other 
teachers in the meeting and wanted to say, “Is she serious?” 

Not surprisingly, this principal didn’t create buy-in. No one would stay 
after work or take on special projects. As a result, she struggled to increase aca-
demic performance. A lot of the staff gave up and just collected their checks. 

At another school where I taught, I had the opposite experience: I saw 
how a truly effective leader creates buy-in. This principal came into my 
classroom and gave me the constructive feedback I needed. She was warm 
and supportive. At our Tuesday meetings she complimented the staff, pleas-
antly and directly. She held teacher appreciation breakfasts and lunches, 
and gave us small gifts. At the end of the school year she held an ice cream 
party for the staff, gave a nice going-away talk, and chatted with us about 
our plans for the summer. At other schools I had worked hard, but at that 
school I worked smarter. 

I told myself, “If I become a school principal, I’m going to do that.”
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When teachers trust you and know that you care about them, you’ll get so 
much more from them. They’ll stay longer to make sure projects are taken 
care of. They’ll come in early, because they have a sense of camaraderie. 
They’ll work more collaboratively with you and their teammates. But, for 
this to happen, they have to feel that you respect them and care about them. 

#6: Be Proactive and Take Chances
When transforming a school, you can’t wait until every detail is perfectly 
planned to take action. As an administrator, work to start new programs 
and to try new ideas proactively, even if you don’t know exactly what’s 
going to happen or what the results will be. You’ll only see change by mak-
ing changes, not by waiting until you can be 100 percent sure about every 
new idea. 

If you don’t encourage teachers to try new things quickly, they may grow 
hesitant to do so. This issue arose at one school when we were trying a major 
change in how teachers worked with students. We wanted to cluster kids in 
fifth through eighth grades in small groups according to their ability levels, 
not their grade levels. We discussed this “shift,” as we called it, during the 
fall term, but some staff wanted to postpone trying it until after the winter 
break. Other staff wanted to start right away and work out the kinks as we 
went along, so we would know what worked (and didn’t work) by the spring 
term. That’s the approach I favored: Let’s go ahead and get this done now! 
Soon everyone was on board, we made the shift, and it was a great success. 

I absolutely love that thinking. Try to make it your motto as an adminis-
trator: Don’t wait to make changes. And when changes don’t fit your vision, 
then you’ll know, sooner rather than later, where and how you need to make 
further changes and adjustments. 

#7: Initiate Crucial and Difficult Conversations
An effective leader is able to initiate important conversations with staff—
especially when those conversations are difficult. This is essential, especially 
when you can’t replace an entire staff and must bring existing staff up to 
speed. Being honest with staff about improving their performance is critical 
to your success. When you’re working with employees who are not meeting 
expectations, you have to be able to say, “What I saw in your classroom 
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wasn’t effective. I have a suggestion for trying it a different way.” You have 
to be able to deal with staff directly and say, “I’d like to share something 
that I believe will enhance your instruction.”

When I was a classroom teacher, one of my principals struggled to have 
critical conversations with her staff around instruction and discipline. 
The school was surrounded by housing projects, served 
low-income students, and had its challenging days. Even 
with these challenges, the school’s culture and perfor-
mance would have improved greatly if the principal 
had gone into classrooms and initiated difficult con-
versations with teachers who weren’t doing their jobs. 
Instead, she stayed in her office and staff never saw her. 

One reason she had difficulty making her expecta-
tions known was that she had gotten too close to her 
staff and had lost her professional distance. Naturally, 
it’s important to be cordial and friendly with your 
colleagues. But it’s just as important to remember 
that, first and foremost, you are their administrator and supervisor. 
Hold your staff accountable, just as you, in turn, will be held accountable 
by your superiors. 

When a staff member is not meeting your expectations, don’t postpone 
starting the tough conversation you need to have. Pull the teacher aside—in 
private, if possible—and say, “According to what we discussed in our staff 
handbook about lesson plans, your lesson plans are late,” or, “Your lesson 
plans are not as detailed as I would like them to be. How can I support you 
around this?” 

The teacher may say she had a busy weekend, or may mention another 
extenuating circumstance, and that’s okay. You can allow an occasional 
excuse, but the teacher has to know by the end of the conversation that you 
expect detailed lesson plans on your desk before six a.m. on Monday or 
there will be consequences. 

If you don’t initiate difficult conversations in a prompt manner, you risk 
losing control of your staff and perpetuating or exacerbating whatever chal-
lenges your school is facing, rather than confronting and overcoming them. 

Also remember that how you have the conversation is just as important as 
having it at all. The old saying really does apply: “It’s not what you say, but 

You’ll only see change  by making changes.




