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We Know What to Do, So Why Do We Fail?

A study of corporate leadership provides a meaningful model for successful principals.

Susan Penny Gray and William A. Streshly

tled with the difficult task of implementing what they

know their schools should do. Three years ago, the chal-
lenge of turning knowledge into action was tackled head-on by
a select group of educational leaders who met on the campus of
a major university to brainstorm ways the university’s educa-
tional leadership department might assist school districts in
their efforts to improve student learning.

I \or decades, school leaders across the nation have wres-

A member of the department offered a familiar observation:
“Much research points to the promise of increased student
learning when school leaders and teachers work together as a
professional learning community, sharing the vision and col-
laborating for such important functions as data analysis, lesson
study, and curriculum alignment.”

At this point, a noticeably uncomfortable superintendent point-
edly asked, “Well, if we know what needs to be done to get
good results, why can’t we do it?” Responses from the school
leaders in the room immediately focused on the usual barriers:
the changing student population; inadequate teacher prepara-
tion; English-language learner difficulties; lack of parent in-
volvement; bureaucratic requirements; union stalemates; insuf-
ficient fiscal resources; and the unreasonable pressures of the
No Child Left Behind Act.

Finally, one superintendent interjected: “But there are schools
out there where student achievement is improving in spite of

the barriers we are all talking about. How are they able to get

past those barriers?”’

Going From Good to Great

This crucial question prompted us to seriously ponder just how
some schools succeed in the face of seemingly impossible bar-
riers, while others don’t. Looking for answers, we turned to the
research of Jim Collins, as reported in his bestselling book,
Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap ... and
Others Don’'t. Collins was asking the same question we were
asking—but in the context of the corporate world. His research

zeroed in on how good companies become great companies—
and stay that way.

The great companies Collins studied faced the same constraints
of similar companies, yet they made gains and sustained them
while the other companies made little or no gains, or were un-
able to sustain the gains they did make. Collins’ research found
that key to the successes of these companies was their chief
executive officers—more specifically, CEOs who exhibited
certain powerful characteristics and behaviors that were absent
in the leaders of the less successful companies.

It occurred to us that Collins’ research about private sector
leadership might hold pieces to the puzzle about what consti-
tutes effective school leadership, and why some schools are
successful in raising student achievement and others aren’t. At
the time, our interest in successful school leadership was being
put to a practical test in California, where we were working to
redesign educational administration preparation programs to
better prepare principals for 21st-century school leadership.
Suppose our preparation programs were missing the point?

Applying Corporate Research to Education

Thus, we set out to determine whether Collins’ research could
apply to school leaders. For example, are there identifiable
characteristics of successful school principals that can be corre-
lated with long-term educational success? Could the absence of
those characteristics be the reason why many school leaders
fail to accomplish what they set out to accomplish? Can the
characteristics of great school leaders be taught and learned as
part of an administrator preparation program?

To answer these questions, we replicated the interview ques-
tions used by Collins in his research of successful private sec-
tor companies, with modifications for public school leadership.
We then interviewed a group of “superstar” elementary princi-
pals whose schools had moved from good to great in student
achievement, based on student test performance, and stayed
there over a period of time. For comparison, we also studied
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principals whose schools also were good but did not move to
great. The purpose of our interviews was to examine and com-
pare the leadership characteristics and behaviors of the highly
successful and less successful principals, as reflected in their
responses to our questions. What ensued was a research project
that ultimately became a book published jointly by the National
Association of Elementary School Principals and Corwin Press
(Gray & Streshly, 2008).

Characteristics and Behaviors of Superstar Principals
Not surprisingly, we found that the principals of highly suc-
cessful schools in our study exhibited the characteristics and
behaviors of the very best “Level 5 executives of Collins’
research, with one important addition: All the highly successful
principals also demonstrated a well-developed ability to build
relationships among their faculties. Our interviews revealed
this quality, along with four characteristics and five behaviors
that distinguish the superstars.

The dominant leadership characteristics were:

“The purpose of

One principal responded: “I want the school to keep moving
forward. It has a very strong foundation ... I feel proud that I
was part of it all.”

Collins’ work expands on the idea of core leadership character-
istics working in tandem with leadership behavior. We believe
five behaviors to be especially relevant to effective school lead-
ership:

“First who ... then what.” Great business leaders know how to,
as Collins states, “get the right people on the bus, the wrong
people off the bus, and the right people in the right seats.” In
schools, the great principals learn to manipulate their systems
in order to gather the right personnel to do what must be
done—often confronting overwhelming bureaucratic obstacles.
In our study, all the highly successful principals employed a
variety of strategies for getting the right teachers, and eliminat-
ing teachers who did not fit with the vision or focus of the
school, before making decisions about the way to
go in moving their schools forward.

Compelling modesty. When things go well, leaders OUI interviews was Confionting brutal facts. Great business leaders

with this trait give credit to others; when things go
badly, they accept the blame. When one highly
successful principal was asked what his leadership
style might be, he responded: “I don’t think of my-
self as the leader of the school. It’s really them [the
teachers], not me. If they were not doing the work,
the work would not be done.”

to examine and
compare the
leadership
characteristics and
behaviors of the

maintain unwavering faith that their companies
can and will prevail in the end, regardless of the
difficulties, and have the discipline to confront
the most brutal facts. All our highly successful
principals demonstrated this behavior. A case in
point: One of our principals confronts the fact that
the majority of the student population at his

. school have poor reading skills. “We started with
Resolving to do what must be done. Leaders with hlghly successful a school with over half of the kids below the 20th
this trait typically are driven by an unshakable and less successful percentile in reading,” he says, “so we put our
need to produce results and to do whatever it takes principals.” emphasis in reading instruction and creating envi-

to make their schools great. One principal’s re-

solve was clear in how she dealt with reticent

teachers: “I prepared all of the materials for them, so they had
no excuse. If a teacher said, ‘This program is not working for
me,” I’d say, ‘Can I come in and teach it?’ I just would not let
them not do it.”

Blending professional will and personal humility. On the sur-
face, the great CEOs in Collins’ study seemed quiet and re-
served, yet hidden within each of them was an intense dedica-
tion to making anything they touched the best it could possibly
be. What separated the highly successful principals from these
CEOs was the more subtle way in which they responded to
questions about their actions in working directly with others.
One principal in our study shared that while he was successful
in leading his school to improved student achievement, “as an
instructional leader, I have grown tremendously ... with this
talent [the teachers] I have out there.”

Displaying ambition for school success. Our star principals
displayed ambition for the success of their schools, rivaling
that demonstrated by the successful CEOs of the Collins study.

ronments where kids read more.”

Using the hedgehog concept. Collins identified a behavior that
he termed the hedgehog concept, borrowed from ideas ex-
pressed by Isaiah Berlin in his famous essay, The Hedgehog
and the Fox (1993). Berlin divided the world into hedgehogs
and foxes, based on an ancient Greek parable: “The fox knows
many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing.” For
school principals, the hedgehog concept consists of knowing
what teachers are best at (e.g., skill and determination), deter-
mining what drives the educational engine of the school (e.g.,
increasing time spent teaching reading), and being a fanatic
about the school’s educational engine. One of our principals
responded: “Teaching reading and ensuring that kids read is the
most important thing elementary schools do. The kids who read
most read best. All of those things come together because of a
staff that is good at creatively coming up with ways to help
kids read.”

Creating a culture of discipline. Collins notes that great lead-
ers exemplify a “culture of discipline” made up of “disciplined
people, disciplined thought, and disciplined action,” where
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people understand they have a responsibility, not a job, and
have freedom within the context of that responsibility to take
action. All the highly successful principals and their staffs in
our study reflected this culture of discipline.

Building relationships. While we found the Collins research
methodology useful in characterizing principals of great
schools, during our research we discovered an additional criti-
cal leadership quality—the ability to build relationships. It sur-
faced prominently during conversations we had with the highly
successful school principals in our study. Building relation-
ships is understandably essential in an environment that em-
braces collaboration, communication, and professional learning
communities in schools.

In this article, we have attempted to answer the question, “We
know what to do, so why do we fail?” Part of the answer may
lie in our administrator preparation programs. We believe the
time has come to rethink these programs and to focus them on
developing leadership behaviors and characteristics that are
typical of exemplary principals, and that have an impact on
school success. A program whose goal is to prepare great
school leaders must focus on what great leaders do.

References
Berlin, 1. (1993). The hedgehog and the fox. Chicago: Elephant
Paperbacks.

Gray, S. P., & Streshly, W. A. (2008). From good schools to
great schools: What their principals do well. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Corwin Press.

Susan Penny Gray is a lecturer and consultant in educational
leadership at San Diego State University in California. Her
e-mail address is penigray@aol.com.

William A. Streshly is professor emeritus of educational lead-
ership at San Diego State University. His e-mail address is
streshly@cox.net.

To read more about this study, the authors’ book, From Good
Schools to Great Schools: What Their Principals Do Well, is
available in NAESP’s National Principals Resource Center at
www.naesp.org/Resource Center.aspx.

©2009 National Association of Elementary School Principals. All Rights Reserved.




	©2009 National Association of Elementary Principals. All Rights Reserved. 

	We Know What to Do, So Why Do We Fail?

	Susan Penny Gray and William A. Streshly

	May/June 2009

	©2009 National Association of Elementary School Principals. All Rights Reserved.

	©2009 National Association of Elementary School Principals. All Rights Reserved.



<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /CreateJDFFile false

  /Description <<



    /BGR <>

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /CZE <>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /ETI <>

    /FRA <>

    /GRE <>



    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)

    /HUN <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /LTH <>

    /LVI <>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /POL <>

    /PTB <>

    /RUM <>

    /RUS <>

    /SKY <>

    /SLV <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /TUR <>

    /UKR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice



