
Veteran principals’ best practices are  
a new principal’s strongest weapon
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as I reflected on my principal preparation, I noticed 
that even though I felt prepared in the theoretical 
sense, I was not completely prepared in the practi-

cal sense. The university had prepared me well in theory to 
serve as a school leader, but practical knowledge was based 
on my teaching experiences and principal internship. Uni-
versities only have so much time to prepare you for that first 
year in administration. Thus, veteran principals must take 
the time to share their best practices with new and aspiring 
principals. This will help school leaders to be prepared in 
both theory and practical application.  

As a first-year assistant principal in 
southern Indiana, I was blessed to have 
both a wise principal and superinten-
dent. Serving as an assistant principal 
allowed me the opportunity to learn and 
grow as a school leader. A few tidbits that 
I learned early on from them were:

n	 It’s all about relationships. If you 
focus on building positive relation-
ships, then everything will take care 
of itself.

n Reflect. Reflection is critical to 
growth and success. Make time to 
reflect and it will help you grow as 
a building principal.

n Network. Develop and create rela-
tionships with peers from within 
and outside your district. They will 
have years of experience to share 
that can make your job easier.

n	You will not be expected to have all 
the answers. Rely on guidance from 
your peers and superiors. Don’t be 
afraid to ask for help. 

n Mistakes come with the territory.  

Veteran Principals’ Role
How can veteran principals better 

share their best practices with new 
and aspiring principals? Times have 
changed for those becoming prin-
cipals. In the past, a principal was 
expected to be organized with good 
management skills, and a deep under-
standing of the school and community. 
Today, principals are expected to be 
experts in all aspects of administration, 
leadership, and education. These high 
demands make it more challenging 
to succeed and sustain longevity as a 
building principal. 

In addition, more and more teach-
ers are becoming principals after just 
a few years of teaching experience. In 
the past, most principals had 15 to 20 
years of building experience and relied 
on those experiences as a teacher, 
coach, department head, counselor, or 
assistant principal before becoming a 
principal. Some districts require that 
principals first serve as a dean or depart-
ment chair, followed by serving as an 
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A principal’s first few years are among 
the most difficult, especially since 
many university programs don’t 
sufficiently blend theory and practice. 
The author contends that new and 
aspiring principals can benefit from 
veteran colleagues’ best practices and 
provides strategies that peers, districts, 
and universities can implement to help 
new principals be better prepared in 
their jobs.
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Joining Theory and  
Practical Knowledge

Part of life is learning from mistakes. 
Don’t be afraid to act because of 
fear.  

n Collaborate and communicate with 
all stakeholders. Create avenues for 
stakeholders to share their thoughts 
and ideas. Involve everyone in the 
decision-making process before a 
final decision is made.

n Leadership is serving others. Students 
and adults want to follow leaders 
who put others before themselves. 
If you learn to support and serve 
others, then you will have an abun-
dance of followers who want to be 
part of your team.

Too many new principals are forced to 
struggle through their beginning years 
and only learn through trial and error. 
The life of a principal should not be a 
lonely and frustrating experience. The 
principalship is much too demanding 
and difficult to succeed without the sup-
port of the district and practical knowl-
edge of veteran teachers and peers.
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assistant principal before becoming a 
principal. This natural progression of 
responsibility helps to mold prospec-
tive principals. This is not to say that a 
greater number of years is the key to 
principal effectiveness. People rely on 
and use experiences to guide most deci-
sions. But a limited amount of building 
experiences makes it more challenging 
for a beginning principal.

Districts must understand that uni-
versities have a limited amount of time 
to share pedagogy and provide field 
experiences. Universities prepare aspir-
ing students with a solid foundation to 
serve as principal. Districts and veteran 
principals have the responsibility to fur-
ther mold beginning principals with the 
necessary tools to be successful. Obtain-
ing a principal license from a university 
should not signal the end of leadership 
training. To help fill the gap left by some 
university programs, veteran principals 
and districts should do the following:

Invite new principals to informal gather-
ings. Be sure to include new principals 

in all get-togethers, luncheons, and 
informal meetings of building leaders. 
Every person is the new person at some 
point in his or her life. Be sure to make 
everyone feel part of the team.  

Schedule regular luncheons. Veteran 
principals should meet with new prin-
cipals every other week to discuss 
general concerns. Small intimate and 
informal meetings between veteran and 
new principals create opportunities to 
reflect and share concerns.   

Create networking opportunities. Insist 
that new principals attend regional and 
districtwide principal meetings by offer-
ing to drive. Veteran principals should 
serve as ambassadors for new principals.  

Offer to help. New personnel are 
reluctant to ask for help. Be persistent 
and don’t assume that a new principal 
is doing well. Every report and issue will 
be a new experience for a beginning 
principal. Veteran principals need to 
offer assistance regularly.

Ask for their help. A wonderful way to 
build confidence is for veteran princi-
pals to ask for the help or thoughts of 

a new principal. For example, new princi-
pals tend to be better with technology. Ask 
if a new principal can assist you with tech-
nology or create a PowerPoint presenta-
tion. Asking for assistance helps to build a 
relationship of give and take between new 
and veteran principals. 

Build confidence. Send congratulatory 
notes or call to praise their successes 
throughout the school year. Everyone 
wants and needs to hear that they are 
doing a good job, and acknowledgement 
from a veteran principal will do wonders.

Create a new principal induction program. 
Ensure that the induction program is 
meaningful and consistent. Although most 
districts have teacher induction programs 
to help ensure teacher success, there are 
very few principal induction programs. The 
district should create a meaningful pro-
gram that includes the district’s mission, 
values, philosophies, and expectations.  

Create a quality mentoring program simi-
lar to beginning teacher mentoring experi-
ences. Provide consistent opportunities 
for the apprentice and mentor to work in 
close proximity during their first two years. 
Also, ensure that the mentoring program 
is properly funded and has a consistent 
and meaningful set of guidelines.

Districts should set goals with new princi-
pals and meet to discuss them on a regular 
basis. Collaboratively create goals together 
and meet regularly to discuss progress.

Create networking opportunities for new 
principals to meet together regularly. In one 
district, the principals meet monthly to 
discuss strategies and concerns following 
each school board meeting. The principals 
take turns hosting peers in their buildings. 
Following a tour of the building, principals 
share concerns and engage in brainstorm-
ing sessions.

Require new principals to visit other princi-
pals within their district. Create a checklist 
that requires visits with principals, central 
office personnel, and supportive services 
in the first year.

Encourage attendance at principal meetings 
within their region. I recently attended a 
dinner with retired principals. Their No. 1 
recommendation was for all principals to 
attend a monthly meeting with other prin-
cipals from their region. Also, allow oppor-
tunities to attend new principal workshops 

College of Education and Human Services 1-800-313-9833
For more information e-mail execedd@shu.edu or go to education.shu.edu/execedd

400 South Orange Ave. • South Orange, NJ 07079
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eton Hall University’s nationally 
recognized, accelerated doctoral program will
allow you to complete your studies in just 10
weekends and two, four-week sessions over
two years. In fact, more than 175 K-12
administrators in 25 states have already
successfully earned their degrees and
achieved career advancement.

Now accepting applications 
for the April 2008 cohort.

S

“Seton Hall’s executive 
doctoral program was 
ideally designed to ensure
that I could complete my
degree in just two years.”

C. Lauren Schoen, Ed.D. ’06
Superintendent 
Rochelle Park, NJ

Loans are available to cover the entire cost 
of the program regardless of financial need.

A Fast Track to a Traditional Ed.D.A Fast Track to a Traditional Ed.D.
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That’s why we developed the Ready School Assessment
The best school readiness plan starts with a clear picture of current strengths and weaknesses.

That’s exactly what the Ready School Assessment (RSA) delivers.
Our research-based questionnaire enables your school improvement team to generate a detailed 
performance profile of Leadership, Transitions, Curriculum, Diversity, and other key dimensions.

A password-protected Web site then provides focus points–and resources– for targeted improvement planning.

To learn more about High/Scope’s Ready School Assessment,
contact Paula Dowker at 734-485-2000, pdowker@highscope.org, or visit our Web site.

The 
best change 

is 
targeted change.
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We all know that kids can be tough on playgrounds, so 
what happens if something breaks? Can you afford to replace 
components not covered under the prorated warranties 
that are common to cheaper manufacturers? Probably not. 
That's why a Burke playground makes long-term sense 
(and saves dollars, too)!

When you're ready to purchase a new playground, consider
Burke's Exclusive Total Cost of Ownership Program. Consider the
benefits of a long, non- prorated warranty. Consider Burke.

Imagine
replacement parts that won’t cost you a dime.

What does your playground equipment

REALLY cost?

1-800-266-1250 | bciburke.com/naesp4

or a state principals’ conference.
Create consistent professional development 

opportunities within the district. Districts must 
understand that universities provide a solid 
foundation but districts and veteran princi-
pals have the responsibility to hone a new 
principal’s craft.

Districts and mentors should create a list of 
suggested books and training videos. New and 
veteran principals should study the experts 
and regularly engage in learning sessions. 
The district can help by creating a timeline 
of sessions and completion dates.

Role of Universities
How can universities better marry theory 

and practical knowledge? Consider the dif-
ferences between teacher preparation pro-
grams and principal preparation programs.  
We wouldn’t require education majors to 
complete their teaching preparation with 
little or no actual classroom time. However, 
many principal preparation programs don’t 
allow candidates this critical hands-on time. 
While creating a solid infrastructure with 
history, pedagogy, and philosophy is critical, 
practical experiences are just as valuable. 

Few principal preparation programs 
require a full-semester internship, much 
less a full-year internship. Field experiences 
are usually limited to before or after school, 
or during preparation periods. Many of 
these experiences are limited in scope and 
depth. Further, most principal field expe-
riences are limited to their own building 
principal in contrast to teacher education 
classes that require experiences in several 
buildings, with different age groups and 
levels, and with various practitioners.  

Principal field experiences are contin-
gent on the effectiveness and willingness 
of the building principal. More effective 
principals see internships as opportunities 
to assign meaningful tasks, divide work 
assignments, and engage in brainstorming 
sessions with a different set of eyes and ears 
as they prepare the next wave of principals.  
Internships are great opportunities for the 
principal intern to grow as well as help the 
supervising principal with a daunting list of 
responsibilities.

Mentoring requirements are another 
area of contrast. Most states require new 
teachers and principals to have mentors. 
Teachers are usually assigned mentors 
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Healthier Students
and Better Test Scores!

U.S. Department of Education and Surgeon General's Reports Honor SPARK. 

Contact SPARK to learn how to improve the health and test scores of your students!
1-800 SPARK PE • www.sparkpe.org • spark@sparkpe.org  

SPARK is the ONLY PE program ever shown
to increase standardized test scores!

(Research Quarterly, June 1999). 
Call SPARK today for a free copy of their 1999 “Paper
of the Year” and inquire about “SPARKing-Up” YOUR
teachers and students. 

Since 1989, SPARK has been providing research-based: 

Curriculum – Easy-to-learn lesson plans make 
activity come alive for children of all abilities.

On-Site Staff Development – With unit 
of credit, certification award, SPARK banner for
school, and more. 

Lifetime Follow-Up Support and Consultation –
“SPARK Star” training ensures SPARK lasts! 

Equipment Sets – Matched to SPARK 
content by our education team – discounted for
SPARK schools!

The SPARK menu of research-based physical activity
programs includes: Early Childhood; Elementary,
Middle and High School PE; and After School, (ages
5–14).

Here's what Kathleen Kahn, an elementary
school principal from Coalinga, CA said
about SPARK:

“SPARK is still being used (training occurred more
than 6 years ago) and is very popular with teachers.
I even see them using some of the management and
organizational techniques in the classroom. This was
one of the best staff development decisions we have
ever made. Thank you.”

On-Site Staff Development 

Easy-To-Learn, Researched-Based Curriculum

Complete Equipment Packages Available

Principals Ad 06-21-07  6/12/07  10:51 AM  Page 1
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Do Your Grading Practices 
Meet Standards?
A New Book and New Video for Grading 
in Standards-Based Schools

Making sure students receive grades that communicate 
accurately requires quality assessments and sound procedures. 
This new book and interactive training video provide educators 
with an understanding of the importance of sound grading 
practices, as well as practical strategies and alternatives for 
improving the way students are graded.

Copyright © 2007 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved. ETS and the ETS logo 
are registered trademarks of Educational Testing Service (ETS). 5792

A Repair Kit for Grading:
15 Fixes for Broken Grades
by Ken O’Connor

$28
$22 each for 12 or more copies

Grading & Reporting in 
Standards-Based Schools
A Professional Development DVD by 

Rick Stiggins and Ken O’Connor

$165
DVD price includes a copy of A Repair Kit 

for Grading and a User’s Guide on CD

To review the table of contents and order online, go to 
www.ets.org/ati and click on the photo of the book. 

You may also e-mail your order to us at ets-ati@ets.org,
fax your P.O. to us at 503-228-3014 or call 1-800-480-3060.

from their own buildings. Principals typi-
cally don’t have that luxury. Whether you 
have a mentee from within or outside 
your district, frequent and consistent com-
munication is paramount to a successful 
mentoring experience. Weekly or biweekly 
meetings, weekly telephone conferences, 
or e-mail correspondences are valuable 
opportunities to reflect and discuss con-
cerns with a mentor. Mentoring sessions 
must be viewed as a priority. Schedule 
meetings into your weekly calendar. Consis-
tent and regular communication is the key 
to a successful mentoring experience.

 In an effort to improve principal prepa-
ration programs, universities should con-
sider the following recommendations:

Universities should sufficiently fund principal 
preparation programs. It should not be an 
unfunded mandate that adds responsibility 
to existing faculty.  

University classes should provide a good 
mix of theoretical and practical experiences. 
Interns need positive opportunities to 
closely work with a variety of principals and 
in different buildings and levels.   

University classes should include relevant 
and authentic projects as part of coursework. 
Studying cognitive models and best prac-
tices are critical to laying a solid founda-
tion, but students need to apply learned 
knowledge.  

Field experiences should gradually expose 
interns to more responsibilities as they progress 
through a program. They also should be 
meaningful and practical for the intern and 
principal. The university must be involved 
to ensure that the needs of the principal 
and intern are being met. To ensure that 
both parties are gaining from this experi-
ence, professors and the university must be 
proactive and provide more than a list of 
suggested activities. University personnel 
must be able to answer the questions for 
the principal and intern, such as “What will 
I gain from this?” and “What is the purpose 
of this experience?” The university should 
reconsider field experiences as part of the 
program if the experience is not valuable to 
either the principal or the intern.

Encourage involvement. Principals and 
districts want individuals to help lead 
school initiatives. Encourage, provide extra 
credit, or infuse these requirements into 
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Walden University is accredited by The Higher
Learning Commission and a member of the 
North Central Association, www.ncahlc.org;

312-263-0456. †Ranked largest online 
graduate education program, October 2006.

WHERE
YOU LEAD, 
YOUR SCHOOL
WILL FOLLOW.
As an educator, the measure of your
success is the positive impact you
have on students, teachers, parents,
and the community. Have even more
influence by advancing your career.
Walden is the leader in designing
online graduate programs that help
you refine your skills and enhance
your effectiveness as a leader.That’s
why more than 20,000 educators
have chosen Walden for their graduate
degrees.And why we’re ranked No.1
by U.S. News & World Report.† Call
or visit us online.

DOCTORAL 
AND MASTER’S DEGREES

ONLINE FOR EDUCATORS

Doctor of Education – Ed.D.
Ph.D. in Education 

Master of Science in Education
– M.S.Ed. • Graduate Courses 

CONTACT US TODAY.
888-219-5480
WaldenU.edu
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the program. These opportunities help 
prospective principals learn and grow 
in key leadership roles while providing 
meaningful assistance.

Encourage interns to join and attend 
networking opportunities in the district 
or state, or at the national level. Interns 
should discuss with their principals the 
opportunities to attend local adminis-
trator meetings, state and national con-
ferences, aspiring principal workshops, 
or educational workshops.

Ensure that students are exposed to a 
variety of practicing principals. The role 
of the principal is constantly evolving. 
The skills of the principal needed today 
are vastly different from skills needed 
five or even 10 years ago. Central office 
personnel who were once principals are 
commonly used to share their experi-
ences and knowledge. The university 
might consider adding current prin-
cipals as adjunct professors or include 
them as guest lecturers if the faculty has 
limited experience. A solid program 
also includes the expertise of female 
and minority principals.

Resist the temptation to lower program 
expectations. It is disparaging to hear 
prospective principals say that they 
attended a less rigorous program. 
The principal is the key to a successful 
school. I encourage universities to keep 
their standards high while finding a bal-
ance that accommodates the busy lives 
of aspiring principals.  

the Key to success
It is critical that we help prepare our 

future building leaders with practical 
knowledge and theoretical perspec-
tives. The principal profession, similar 
to the teaching profession, can be 
as frustrating as it is rewarding. As a 
result of the frustrating aspects of the 
principal’s role, many principals are 
returning to the classroom, taking 
early retirement, moving to a central 
office position, joining an educational 
consulting group, or leaving the field 
of education altogether. 

The research is clear with regard to 
student achievement—the principal 
is the key. If a beginning or veteran 
principal struggles, then there is little 

hope for teachers to succeed. If teach-
ers struggle, then there is little hope 
for students to succeed. And if students 
struggle, then there is little hope for 
the future of our society. A key element 
to having successful students is to keep 
successful teachers in our schools. And 
a key element to keeping success-
ful teachers in our schools is to have 
successful principals in our schools. 
The key to the success of a principal 
depends on a good balance of theory 
and practical knowledge. 

Franzy Fleck is principal of Harwood 

Middle School in Evansville, Indiana, 

and author of What Successful Principals 

Do!: 169 Tips for Principals. His e-mail 

address is fdfleck@insghtbb.com.

Web ResouRces

The Institute for Educational 
Leadership makes available on its Web 
site “Preparing School Principals: A 
National Perspective on Policy and 
Program Innovations.” 
www.iel.org/pubs/Preparingschool 
Principals.html

Veteran principals offer tips to first-
year principals for their first days of 
school, as compiled by Education World.
www.education-world.com/a_admin/
admin/admin317.shtml

The theme of the September/
October 2006 issue of Principal magazine 
was “The Veteran Principal.” Read the 
various articles that provide insight on 
the veteran principal’s role.
www.naesp.org/ContentLoad.
do?contentId=2092
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