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THE REFLECTIVE PRINCIPAL J E N N I F E R  N .  D A LT O N

Tears might fl ow one 

minute, but would 

be wiped away to 

greet a classroom full 

of students who are 

worthy of the very 

best instruction. 

Keep the focus on 

teaching and learning. 

The close-knit community consists 
of individuals, young and old, who are 
proud to be a part of the Mulberry 
family. Each morning Mulberry Ele-
mentary’s 750 students are welcomed 
with handshakes and hugs from Mr. 
Day, who truly admires this community 
and the families he has grown to love 
over the past 10 years.

On Sept. 30, 2016, Mr. Day’s young-
est son, Owen, was diagnosed with 
acute myeloid leukemia, an aggres-
sive blood cancer. The diagnosis was 
shared on a Friday night, and he was 
hospitalized and began intense che-
motherapy within 48 hours.

To say that the news of Owen’s 
cancer hit the community hard is 
an understatement. The 12-year-old 
had been a Mulberry Meerkat all of 
his elementary years. With talent in 
drama and art, Owen lights up every 
room he enters. His contagious spirit 
continues to inspire each one of us, 
even in a small hospital room 
in Atlanta.  

As Mr. Day’s assistant principal, 
my heart ached for his family. There 
were many hard days that began with 
the hope for positive news but ended 
in silent tears. 

There was only one constant that 
could be controlled: striving for 
excellence day in and day out at 
Mulberry Elementary.  This was the 
greatest support I could offer, and 
weathering this storm has led to 
some important realizations. 

Relationships are key. Investment 
in humanity is the most impor-
tant value we can share as leaders. 

Be visible and take time to greet 
students by name. Laugh. We are 
honored to work in schools, where 
children give us something to smile 
about on a daily basis.

Ups and downs are normal. 
Through the good days and those 
days when teachers felt broken, our 
staff continued to exhibit true resil-
ience. Tears might fl ow one minute, 
but would be wiped away to greet a 
classroom full of students who are 
worthy of the very best instruction. 
Keep the focus on teaching 
and learning. 

Raising leaders from within is vital. 
When a principal steps away both 
emotionally and physically, the true 
test of a school is whether the work 
continues despite the absence. At 
Mulberry Elementary, we learned 
to better delegate tasks in order 
to share the load. We tapped into 

future leaders to take on new roles 
and responsibilities. Teacher leaders 
within each grade continued to focus 
on intentional collaboration with the 
same goal in mind: for all students to 
learn effectively. 

Community investment will pour 
back into you. Within hours of 
Owen’s diagnosis, the community 
had stepped into action to support 
the Day family. Hundreds of mothers, 
fathers, students, community stake-
holders, and even dogs turned out 
for a prayer circle led by local church 
offi cials. Families decorated the Day 
home for the holidays, they continue 
to maintain the lawn, and they have 
provided endless meals to show their 
love for the principal and his family. 
When the local Chick-fi l-A restaurant 
hosted an evening of support, lines 
of patrons wrapped around the store. 
Supporters are wearing orange brace-
lets and shirts in honor of Owen’s 
fi ght. As a leader, I admire that Mr. 
Day has allowed the community to 
walk with him in this journey. His 
openness has brought everyone 
great hope.

A solid school culture can carry 
staff in the hardest of times. Climate 
might change, but culture is the 
foundation for success. Take time to 
invest in a clear vision and mission, 
and make sure everyone is on board.

Owen’s fi ght against leukemia con-
tinues. The Mulberry staff and com-
munity are hopeful for healing, and 
they are strong. We will keep support-
ing the Day family, the school, and 
each other. 

My advice: Never take for granted 
the family members who greet you at 
home each night. The role of school 
leader can take every ounce of your 
energy if you allow it to do so. Find 
balance. Spend time with those who 
matter most. Take time for your-
self, too. We will only be our best at 
school if we feel effective at home. 

Jennifer N. Dalton is the assistant 

principal at Mulberry Elementary School 

in Auburn, Georgia.

Excitement was in the air among our small administrative team as we 
entered August 2016 and the beginning of another academic year. 

Mulberry Elementary School is a small gem within the large, bustling 
Gwinnett County, Georgia, school district. Principal Jonathan Day fi rst 
came to Mulberry Elementary in 2006 as a fi fth-grade teacher, and later 
moved into the role of assistant principal, then principal. 

Discovering Strength 
in Tough Times

Are you new to 
the principal role? 
We’ve got a special 
invitation for you!
If you are in your first two years as a principal, you 
qualify to take part in a one-of-a-kind opportunity: 
the National Panel of New Principals. It’s the only  
program that is exclusively open to new elementary  
and middle-level principals across the nation.  
It’s totally free, and both NAESP members and  
nonmembers are welcome.

As a panelist, you’ll gain insights into how your  
experiences as a new principal compare to your  
peers, share ideas and get access to resources that will 
help you succeed in your new role. And your voice will  
be heard by top education policymakers.

Your time commitment is minimal and the rewards are big!
•  Participate in four to six online surveys during

the school year on relevant topics. Each survey
takes less than 10 minutes. After every survey you’ll
get the results and recommendations from your peers
in the Rise & Shine brief.

•  You’ll also receive invitations to special webinars,
Twitter chats, and virtual book talks with top education
authors, scheduled throughout the year.

•  Panelists who complete multiple surveys will receive
a special Thank You gift from NAESP or one of our
sponsors.

We are now recruiting – 
so join today at newprincipal.org

Rise&Shine
Insights from new principals

Sharing what worked at your school this year. A year of full immersion and on-the-job learning produced a profusion of good ideas! Here’s a quick roundup of some that you shared:

Your Game-Changers: 
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ORGANIZATION AND COMMUNICATION TOOLS 
n    Try Google Classroom and Google Docs: Mentioned by numerous panelists as an   easy-to-use, free suite of tools that greatly enhances time management, staff collaboration, tracking and record-keeping, and overall communication.  To get started, you need a Google Apps for Education account, which is also free. google.com/edu/products/productivity-tools/
n    Check out Voxer: A free mobile app that allows you to send voice or text messages to  individuals or groups – can be a great way to connect with colleagues across the country. voxer.com
n    Use Survey Monkey to collect ideas in ways that make them easy to organize and can be  confidential, if desired. surveymonkey.com

STAFF MANAGEMENT AND TEAM-BUILDING 
n    Hold team meetings during non-school hours: Increase opportunities for your teachers  to collaborate in a focused way by setting aside uninterrupted time for grade level,   special task force or full staff meetings, either before school (such as a weekly “late start”  hour) or after school.
n	 Use teachers for peer-to-peer coaching and professional development: Identify staff  with expertise in different areas who can give their fellow teachers opportunities to observe them in action or provide consultation.

AND A FEW OTHER CREATIVE IDEAS...
n    Change up the cafeteria experience: To reduce behavioral  or logistics issues, consider staggering lunchtimes by grade level, or allow classes or grades to earn dining privileges atspecially decorated tables. Another idea is to start a Parent Lunch and Learn, inviting parents to eat alongside their student and then visiting their classroom for side by side lessons.
n	 Show appreciation throughout the year to your teachers  with seasonal treats, birthday cards – and at one school, they loved getting a ‘years of service’ pin!  

n    Flip faculty meetings and PD: Allow staff to identify issues and lead discussions, or try an “Ed Camp” format to make staff learning personal and relevant.
n    Use the Meetings on Paper (MOP) idea to allow for more productive   collaboration time at faculty meetings, and to keep support staff informed. 

STAFF MANAGEMENT 
n    Implement PBIS (Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and 
Support): Dozens of panelists 
report that introducing this 
approach helped their school 
make real progress in creating a 
positive school environment and 
culture for students, teachers, and 
families. Learn more at pbis.org

  And lastly, a big thanks!  We asked for your feedback on your experience with the National Panel of New Principals this year, and are glad to hear that you’ve enjoyed the panel – 96% rated it excellent or good. You also supplied some great ideas for improving it – so stay tuned  for next year!  newprincipal.org

This year, only a little more than half of 
you followed the “traditional” path of 
serving as an Assistant Principal, and there 
was an increase in those who came straight 
from teaching, compared with last year’s 
panel.  There are numerous other posts you 
held within the education community – from 
Instructional Coach, Curriculum Director, 
Dean of Academics, Preschool Director, and 
even Psychologist, and Athletics Director. 

There are more 
routes than ever to 
the principalship.

Rise&Shine
Insights from new principals
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Welcome to the Rise & Shine brief! 
In the year’s first survey we asked you to report on how the year started at your school, 

along with your thoughts on what you hope to accomplish in 2016-17. These survey results 
reflect responses from hundreds of new principals, from all across the nation. 

Who’s on this  
year’s panel?

25% of the respondents 
to this survey were brand 
new principals – just 
starting your first year. 

And 75% are 
comparatively old pros, 
with at least a year under 
your belts. 

Gen Xers are still the 
majority, but Millennials  
are on the rise!
n			3% are under 30 years old
n			34% are in your 30’s
n			46% are in your 40’s
n			17% of you are over 50

What are your schools like?

n			About half your schools 
now include Pre-K

n			Almost two-thirds – 
64% – of you are leading 
Title I schools
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How strong 
was your school opening?
For most, your buildings opened fairly smoothly, though there is always 
room for improvement. Just over half of you report that your schools 
opened with “very strong” scheduling and staffing in place. Almost  
40% were on solid footing with your student data management systems, 
which looks like a positive trend compared with past years. The school 
readiness of your students, teachers and parents was not considered 
“strong” by most of you, and for schools with mental health specialists, 
there were gaps in getting that staff in place. So, there is clearly room  
to grow as the year progresses! 

PERCENT OF SCHOOLS THAT WERE “VERY STRONG” IN...

SCHEDULING COMPLETED  56%

STAFFING IN PLACE  52%

FACILITY SUPPORT SERVICES FULLY PREPARED  49%

STUDENTS ARRIVED READY TO LEARN  41%

STUDENT DATA MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS IN PLACE 38%

TEACHERS FULLY PREPARED  33%

MENTAL HEALTH SPECIALISTS IN PLACE  30%

PARENTS INFORMED AND INVOLVED  29%

One of the best professional development 
opportunities for new principals.          
EDUCATION WEEK
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