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T E N  T O  T E E N

Sound familiar? Our idealism when 
we enter school administration often 
focuses on students, on the oppor-
tunity to build relationships, to work 
one-on-one with the toughest kids, to 
ensure quality education for all. Once 
we enter the profession and get our 
feet under us, it turns out that the 
work of the principal poses significant 
challenges, stretches us thin, and 
often pulls us away from the students 
we all set out to serve. I’ve tackled 
many of these challenges while serv-
ing nine years as a principal and 
assistant principal at the middle level. 
Here are some pitfalls to avoid while 
getting to the real work of education. 

Distractions
In his study “What Doesn’t Work in 
Education: The Politics of Distrac-
tion” (2015), John Hattie argues 
that education reform suffers due to 
pervasive “distractions,” the tenden-
cies of educators and policymakers to 
focus on the wrong things. Too often, 
educators get caught up in initiatives 
that make little or no difference in 
student learning. The principalship 
can easily go in this direction, with 
people working very hard on efforts 
that do little to drive students’ growth 
in our schools.

Sure, there are lots of distractions 
in education, but what factor does 
make the biggest impact on student 
learning? Where should principals 
focus the most time, energy, and 
expertise? There is a very simple 
answer supported by tons of research: 
teacher quality.

Teacher Quality
I’ll get this point out of the way first. 
Principals and district leadership need 
the courage to help poor teachers 
find a new path in life. This is hugely 
important. The impact of poor-quality 
teaching on a year in a child’s life is 
too significant to let slide. I imagine 
we agree on that aspect of the work 
despite how profoundly challenging 
it can be.

Next, and with much greater 
emphasis, comes the meat of my argu-
ment. Principals should spend most 
of their time focused on work that is 
proven to increase teacher quality. 
And I mean proven. Here is a list of 
focus areas that should occupy the 
professional lives of our nation’s prin-
cipals day in, day out:

n Ongoing and systematic teacher 
collaboration, such as the profes-
sional learning communities (PLC) 
model;

n Powerful, sustained mentoring 
programs and teacher apprentice-
ships that focus on proven teaching 
practices;

n Quality instructional coaching for 
all teachers;

n Cutting-edge classroom practices in 
assessment, instruction, and class-
room management;

n A culture of peer observation, les-
son study, and reflective practice; 
and

n Supervision and evaluation models 
that provide actionable feedback to 
teachers.

You can easily find extensive 
research to support each of these 
practices, demonstrating that each, if 
executed well, can improve teacher 
quality in schools and therefore dra-
matically improve student growth 
and learning. 

And yet, it’s so easy to get side-
tracked. We find ourselves reconfig-
uring master schedules, searching 
exhaustively for new curriculum, 
securing new technologies for class-
rooms, or coordinating volunteers to 
help out in our schools. We organize 
Title I nights, manage tree-nut-free 
tables in the lunchroom, and ensure 
that parent newsletters get into back-
packs every Wednesday. In no way am 
I suggesting that we shouldn’t do this 
work, which is often required by our 
districts and states. My point is that 
these pursuits will never improve stu-
dent learning in the way that develop-
ing our teachers will.

The Real Work
We answered the calling of education 
with students as our focus, dreaming 
of spending our days in classrooms 
full of children who will one day build 
our nation’s future. But the reality 
of the principalship is just not that 
simple. If we hope to make a differ-
ence for kids and live up to the lofty 
dreams of our youth, principals must 
focus on teachers, on improvement 
through systematic collaboration, on 
growing educators beyond what even 
they believed possible. This is my own 
ongoing challenge as an educational 
leader. 

As for my colleagues around the 
country, I invite you to look at the list 
above, pick one focus that makes the 
most sense for your school right now, 
avoid the distractions, and get to work 
improving teachers for the sake of the 
children. Let’s roll up our sleeves. This 
is the real work of the principalship. 
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Think back to when you first decided to become a teacher. If you’re anything 
like me, you fondly remembered teachers who made a difference in your 

life and felt giddy about the relationships you’d build with students, about the 
positive mark you’d leave on their lives. Now fast-forward to when the principal-
ship started appealing to you. “I want to make a difference for all students in 
my school,” you probably thought. “I want to avoid administrative missteps I’ve 
observed as a teacher and run a truly great school.” 

The Real Work  
of the Principalship

M I T C H  C R A F T

Why Join NAESP? 
Our members say it best...

We joined to get:
•    Principal Magazine, latest research, 

materials for teachers and parents.

•    Career and professional growth
via webinars, workshops, conferences

 and mentors.

•    Professional liability coverage 
of $2 million, and up to $10,000 
in job protection legal counsel.

We stay because NAESP 
has helped us become:
•    Stronger instructional and 

 school leaders.

•    Deeply connected with colleagues 
 and peers.

•    More powerful advocates for 
 children and families.

CHRISTOPHER BARNES, PRINCIPAL, ARIZONA

“Joining NAESP has allowed me 
to grow professionally beyond any 
measure I could have anticipated.”

FIDELIA STURDIVANT, PRINCIPAL, NEW JERSEY

Join us today! naesp.org
Or call 1-800-386-2377

STEPHANIE KLINGSHIRN, PRINCIPAL, OHIO

“Educators must be vigilant 
and visible in providing input 
into education decisions – 
NAESP provides that opportunity.”

“They make me, a principal at a small 
rural school, feel like I have a voice in 
this great big system.”

STACY FICK, PRINCIPAL, 
MISSOURI

“I meet 
principals from 
across the 
country and 
learn how they 
are dealing 
with issues 
similar to mine.”
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