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			Foreword

			The Assistant Principal’s Impact Is Rising 

			While the demands of the role vary widely, APs must be prepared to continuously learn and manage change

			By Kaylen Tucker

			The assistant principal role is rising in stature and impact. There are more assistant principals in U.S. public schools than ever before, according to “The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership,” the landmark 2021 report from Vanderbilt University and Mathematica commissioned by The Wallace Foundation. But while the principal’s role is similar from district to district, the AP’s role and career path is anything but standardized. 

			Even Vanderbilt University Professor Ellen Goldring, lead author on the report, was surprised to find a lack of uniformity in the AP’s role and responsibilities. “So many schools have assistant principals today, and it is such a linchpin in leadership development,” Goldring told NAESP’s Principal magazine. “But we really don’t know that much about it. [There’s a] lack of clarity around strategic resource allocation.” 

			Assistant principals and principals often share the same basic set of tasks—so much so that their job descriptions may look very much alike. Responsibilities vary from school to school and team to team, but whether they concentrate on administration, discipline, instructional leadership, or a little bit of everything, the AP largely fills in the blanks designated by the school principal based on the school’s needs and the AP’s observed strengths.

			Always Adapting 

			Educational leaders who want to make a positive impact on student outcomes must have skills and expertise in supporting instruction, managing and developing people, and organizational management, says another Wallace-commissioned report, “How Principals Affect Students and Schools.” But APs must have adaptive skills and flexibility to grow and cultivate these skills on the fly. Many challenges will include aspects that traditional preparation programs can’t predict or address.

			“The things you learn in a preparatory program really can’t prepare you for real-life situations,” said Alicia Flores, associate principal at Vista Square Elementary School in Chula Vista, California. “We don’t get the practice until we’re at a site and faced with a challenge.” 

			Elusive Standards 

			Most states and districts don’t have distinct professional standards for assistant principals and principals, “The Role of Assistant Principals” found, making it challenging to prepare APs to move into the principalship. When there is a job description, it often states the obvious: The AP will “assist,” “help,” and otherwise “support” the principal. 

			Traditionally, APs have been charged with discipline and spend a majority of their time on related duties, while the principal concentrates on instructional leadership and administration. But the more recent the study, the more varied the AP’s tasks are, Goldring and her colleagues, Ellen Mollie Rubin and Mariesa Herrmann, found. Today’s assistant principals are more likely to dabble in every aspect of school operations. 

			For example, Aqila Malpass spent more than half of her time on instructional leadership when she served as AP of Rocky Ridge Elementary School in Hoover, Alabama. “I can’t dedicate 100 percent of my attention to curriculum and instruction,” said principal Dilhani Uswatte. “That is a great responsibility, and I want[ed] Aqila to wear that hat.” 

			APs and Apprenticeship

			Much as districts and states don’t often delineate a recommended distribution of tasks between principal and assistant principal, they rarely state whether the AP’s role should be seen as a sort of understudy or apprenticeship for the principalship. It’s often up to the principal, the district, and the APs themselves to create that path. 

			“It can be a stepping stone in the sense of learning from a seasoned principal while growing your leadership capacity,” Phillips said. “The roles assigned to the AP should be good preparation for the principalship if they involve instructional leadership tasks—including PD—that transcend discipline issues and lunch duties.”  

			Assistant principals may keep busy with tasks related to discipline, scheduling, staffing, testing coordination, and facilities management. But assistant principals who want to move up say they appreciate on-the-job training in instructional leadership, finance and budgeting, and assessment of school performance—all primary tasks of a building leader.

			Ongoing Development

			Professional learning opportunities intended to help APs master their current roles or move further down the path to the principalship are not widely available, according to “The Role of Assistant Principals.” In a nationally representative 2015 survey of U.S. public school principals, only 36 percent reported that their districts provided APs with professional learning other than mentoring or coaching at least monthly.

			While a principal can contribute to the AP’s development by exposing them to every aspect of building leadership, ambitious APs must be prepared to direct their own enrichment. This may mean taking a greater role in school improvement planning, initiating new projects, shadowing other building principals, or participating in aspiring principal cohorts. 

			“Each individual needs to take charge of their own situation and their own career, however difficult that may be,” Goldring said. “Be ‘planful’ and clear about those goals. Seek out mentoring and support; social networking is important. Being open to learning is the key—putting yourself in opportunities where you can take risks. If you want to be a principal, [you need] the opportunity to engage in a broad swath of leadership responsibilities.” 

			NAESP Supports Assistant Principals 

			With what we know about the role of the assistant principals and their particular needs, the National Association of Elementary School Principals has dedicated its resources to developing an ecosystem of support that can begin to fill the voids in preparation and ongoing professional learning described above. What we’ve learned from assistant principals—and those who support them—has been poured into the APs Rising resource series (articles, blog posts, podcasts, webinars, Twitter chats, etc.) and the Assistant Principal Community of Practice. 

			This e-book offers educators an in-depth look at the AP role, the pathways it offers into school leadership, advice on developing the skills and expertise needed to succeed, and its effect on student outcomes, equity, and school effectiveness. Using it, current and aspiring APs can better understand their roles, making what can seem like a monumental task—building a successful career that makes a positive impact on students and schools—a little less daunting. 

			—Kaylen Tucker, Ph.D.

			Associate Executive Director, Communications

			NAESP 
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			Resources

			How Principals Affect Students and Schools. A comprehensive research review commissioned by The Wallace Foundation identifies skills common to effective educational leaders, including support for instruction, personnel management, and organizational skills.

			Knox County (Tennessee) Schools Manual. Details about the Knox County Schools relevant educational resources.

			Leadership on the Line. Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky introduced the concept of adaptive leadership with this foundational text, which discusses the complexities of the concept and provides practical insights for addressing challenges. 

			National Survey of U.S. Public School Principals 2015. Only 36 percent of U.S. public school districts offered assistant principals professional development beyond mentoring or coaching on a monthly basis, according to findings from the National Center for Education Statistics. 

			Professional Standards for Assistant Principals. Information and discussions on this topic can be found at The Wallace Foundation’s School Leadership page. 

			The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership. A Vanderbilt University/Mathematica report commissioned by The Wallace Foundation provides in-depth insights into the role of assistant principals, their career trajectories, and their impact on school leadership. 

			***
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			The Wallace Foundation: Empowering Assistant Principals to Lead Learning Communities

			This interactive session will teach what current research is saying about the role of the assistant principal, what experiences an assistant principal perceives to be missing from the position, and how you can empower your assistant principal to lead a thriving learning community.

		

		
			
				
Play Webinar

				naesp.org/resource/the-wallace-foundation-empowering-assistant-principals-to-lead-learning-communities
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			Principal magazine article 

			Is It Time to Move Up?

			What to consider when you’re thinking of taking on the principal’s role

			Many APs are looking to move up to a building leadership role at some point in the not-too-distant future. While in the role, they grow the leadership skills research says can improve student outcomes and school effectiveness, and one day, they will take on a principalship. But how can they know they’re ready?

			“I don’t think that there’s any way you can fully prepare for the gig of principal,” says Christopher Bailey, who served an assistant principal in the Katy Independent School District near Houston for six years before moving to Abilene, Texas, to move into the principalship. 

			“All my mentors along the way would say, ‘The principalship is a totally different job from the assistant principal job,’” he says. “I would say, ‘Yeah, whatever. I’m doing the work for my boss anyway. How different could it be?’ But it’s a very different job. Being a principal is more about systems-level thinking, which is frankly more difficult than I expected it to be.”

			To APs thinking about making the leap, Bailey offers the following advice:

			1.	Look to make systems-level decisions. “I had two assistant principal roles. The first was mostly supervising discipline, but the second was student support for special programs. I developed the campus improvement plan and the master schedule. If you find yourself doing systems-level tasks, that is a good sign you are ready to apply for the job of principal.”

			2.	Consider leadership roles in extracurricular activities. “My job as a band director helped. As a band director, you are working with large groups of students, a staff of other band directors and support staff, and organizing community support through the parent organization. Creating campus systems and developing a student-centered culture of excellence and belonging is very similar to what I tried to do every day.”

			3.	Research the culture of the school district before you apply. “If it’s not a place where you can learn, grow, and share your expertise, then it’s probably not going to be a good experience. If you’re miserable at your particular campus, everyone around you will be, too. Find the right spot for you and your family.”

			4.	Consider the pros and cons of applying inside your existing district and outside of it. “You see a lot of internal hiring for the principalship. People who are promoted within a system have a leg up as far as the institutional knowledge, the politics, and the dynamics in a community. If you come from the outside, it can be a steep learning curve, but you can bring new ideas and new thoughts to the job.”

			5.	Take on new responsibilities. “One of the telltale signs you’re ready is when people you trust—your mentors—start giving you more responsibility. My previous boss would give me more responsibility, and I took those opportunities and tried to reach out and expand my work beyond the role of the assistant principal. If someone asks you to do something, do it.”

			Reflect on Your Readiness

			Considering a new role in school leadership can be daunting, especially when the demands on administrators often extend far beyond what happens in school. If you experience uncertainty about taking the next step in leadership, figure out what it takes to be a great principal. 

			Part of leadership is your energy, excitement, and enthusiasm, says principal Baruti K. Kafele, a public school educator for more than 20 years and the author of 12 books on education and school leadership. “What do you bring in terms of your presence?” he asks. “What do you bring in terms of your passion, your joy, and your excitement for the work, the students, and the staff?”

			Additional self-reflection questions Kafele and the lead instructors of the National Aspiring Principals Academy, Gail Pletnick and Eric Cardwell, suggest include: 

			1. How would you handle the principalship in a school where the previous principal was not part of instructional leadership or the school culture? You might be thrust into a culture that’s different from your expectations or unwelcoming; continue undaunted. “You have to have that audacity—that is leadership,” Kafele says in Episode 55 of his Virtual AP Leadership Academy video series. “You can’t avoid being in the classroom.”

			2. What is it about me taking this job that will make achievement levels rise? At the core of the conversation is student achievement; leaders need to be able to say how they will manage and influence that environment. “The purpose of supervision is the improvement of instruction,” Kafele says. “You must live in the classrooms, or you won’t know what’s happening, and you’ll have no influence on what’s going on.”

			3. How will I support the whole child? This is a foundational aspect of school leadership today: ensuring a supportive, inclusive school environment that uses culturally responsive instructional practices and behavioral supports to embrace and educate the whole child. Great test scores are a direct byproduct of embracing the whole child, Pletnick and Cardwell say: “Keep the scholars at the center!”

			4. How will I promote collaboration and build productive relationships with stakeholders? Leadership is about relationships, so Pletnick and Cardwell advise aspiring leaders to “tear down the walls.” Empower your staff as partners; look to community members who want to participate in your learning community but have never been asked. “Have fun with your scholars, teachers, and parents,” they say. “Everyone is rowing in the same direction.”

			5. Can I do it all and still take care of myself? A successful career is a marathon. Runners keep their minds and bodies in peak condition, and educators are no different—you need outside interests, rest, and exercise to avoid burnout. “All of these are critical to serve your learning community at the optimum level,” Pletnick and Cardwell say. “We need you around.”

			Last, there’s another familiar question aspiring leaders can often overlook: “What’s my ‘Why?’” “Great leaders are able to identify the intrinsic motivation that drives them to do what they do,” Pletnick and Cardwell say. “Building leadership can be a lonely existence. But a strong understanding of your why will sustain you even in the most difficult of times, while rooting those around you in your shared core values.”

			***
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			Principal magazine article 

			Is This the Right AP Role for Me?

			Due diligence and a few questions can help determine if an opportunity is a good fit

			By Tanisha N. Cunningham

			Istill remember my first educational leadership course at the local university vividly. My professor was a well-respected, portly academic who wore rounded spectacles and a single-button blazer with patches on the elbows. He was—and still is—a legend in the local school districts and education community. 

			He paced slowly in front of a full classroom and posed a serious question: “Are you sure you want to be an administrator?” We glanced around nervously; we were, quite frankly, confused. He posed the question again, this time receiving vigorous affirmations throughout the room. 

			“You’d better be darn sure that you’re ready for the shift from classroom teacher to assistant principal, because it is not an easy job,” he said. “It’s not as glamorous as many of you sitting here might believe. It’s arguably one of the toughest jobs you can have in the school system. And let me tell you what others won’t: The higher you climb up the administrative ladder, the more of you others can see.”

			Considering the Role

			Many of us didn’t understand the full scope and power of this diatribe at the time, but two decades later, it makes perfect sense to me. It’s sage advice for aspiring assistant principals who are leaving the splendid isolation of the learning environment to brave new territory as a representative of a school, a community, and a district. 

			Assistant principals learn while leading, says The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership, a research review commissioned by The Wallace Foundation and published by Vanderbilt University/Mathematica, and they have a substantial role in establishing a positive school culture. But what if the school’s culture and goals aren’t a good match for the AP’s ambitions and leadership style? 

			Accepting an AP position should be given thoughtful consideration. It is not a decision that should be driven solely by the allure of financial gain or stature; such factors will be forgotten quickly once the novelty wears off. An aspiring assistant principal should be selective in their pursuit of a leadership post if they want to become effective in the role and forge a robust and rewarding career in the realm of educational administration.

			As an aspiring AP, one of the most important things you can do is to get familiar with the school sites where you might be hired. Today, this can be done with relative ease and anonymity thanks to the web. A school’s digital footprint can reveal a host of things about its culture and priorities, as well as knowledge about school districts and the communities they serve.

			A few questions you might want to ask going in: 

			
					What does the school’s data reveal?

					Does this institution prioritize family engagement?

					How is the school perceived among business and community stakeholders?

					Are teachers given creative license within the learning environment?

					How does the student population feel about the place where they spend so much of their time?

					What systems does the school have in place, and how can you contribute to their improvement? 

			

			Many of these questions, and likely many more, can be answered with a few clicks on a keyboard. And as you gain a better understanding of the schools you consider, so, too, will you develop questions about what your role in each building might entail. The exercise should create a sense of wonder about how you might effect change in the school community and what kind of fit the position is for you and your life. 

			This process should be the precursor to the application and interview processes. By taking a deep dive into a school of interest, aspiring assistant principals are better equipped to make a determination about the pursuit and acceptance of a leadership position. 

			The importance of this cannot be underestimated. As the leader of a school site, an assistant principal can expect to spend a great number of days, nights, and even weekends working on job-related tasks and assignments. It is imperative not only that can you see yourself engaging wholeheartedly in the work but also that you believe in the central tenets espoused by the institution. If you are not passionate about and invested in what you are doing—and where you are doing it—your efficacy can be compromised. 

			Getting to Yes

			Often, an aspiring assistant principal is so excited to receive an offer in leadership that they say yes without giving thought to what the position involves. In addition to doing preliminary research, any professional would be wise to formulate a list of questions that can help them make a decision about accepting a job offer. 

			Every day can be a unique one for a school site administrator, but acquiring a working knowledge of what daily leadership looks like in a building can be beneficial. Some questions that a prospective administrator might pose to their potential future colleagues include:

			
					As a principal, what is your leadership style?

					How would you describe the climate and culture of your school?

					What are the primary concerns of this administration from a faculty standpoint?

					What are the preferred methods of discipline? Is there a schoolwide behavior plan?

					Considering this school’s mission and vision, what areas are the most challenging?

					What are some of the top characteristics you are looking for in a potential administrator?

					Beyond the outlined duties and responsibilities, what are your expectations of an AP? 

			

			While the responses to some of these inquiries might arise naturally as part of the screening process, coming prepared with a handful of meaningful questions is a great way to gauge if the school is a good fit. It also sends the message to those participating in the hiring process that you—the aspiring assistant principal—are giving consideration to how you can lead, as well as contribute to, the success of the building and its stakeholders. 

			While it isn’t possible to rule out every concern or challenge, taking a forthright and proactive stance from the start can ultimately help create a professional atmosphere in which everyone understands how they can work together to better serve students and their families. And you want to give your best to a school that’s ready to benefit from your work.

			Tanisha N. Cunningham is principal of W.J. Bryan Elementary School in North Miami, Florida.

			***
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			Principal magazine article 

			3 Essential Traits to Thrive in the AP Role

			As assistant principals model leadership in their schools, traits like empathy, servant leadership, and collaboration set the foundation for success

			By Shay Lewis

			Over time, the role of an assistant principal has shifted. Gone are the days when the AP was virtually invisible, spending most of their time in their office being the disciplinarian and managing student behaviors. The role still includes this very important task, but it has evolved to allow APs to be visible in classrooms, acting as instructional leaders and providing teachers with support using best practices.

			My start in the role began during the pandemic. In addition to learning the ins and outs of a “typical” AP role, the pandemic provided a whole new set of challenges. As a new leader, it is critical that you build relationships with your staff, which were altered during a time when learning and leading happened through computer screens. The digital platform stole the ability to make those personal connections formed by visiting classrooms and interacting with both students and teachers. This became my primary goal. I overcame the challenge by being intentional with how I interacted with staff through the screen to make formidable connections.

			Now that students and staff are back in classrooms, cultivating the relationships I’ve formed remains at the forefront of my leadership.

			3 Essential Skills in AP Leadership

			The AP role varies significantly according to a whole host of considerations, according to a study, “The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership,” conducted by The Wallace Foundation.

			“The assistant principal role is complex and nuanced—it is not simply focused on instructional leadership or discipline,” the report showed. “Most assistant principals undertake a mix of instructional leadership, management, and student discipline leadership tasks. However, the amount of time assistant principals spend on these tasks varies and is often based on principals’ discretion. There is much variation in the roles assistant principals undertake.”

			In my role, I’ve found that three traits—empathy, servant leadership, and collaboration—have enabled me to build relationships as I model leadership in my school. Despite the nuance of APs’ day-to-day responsibilities, these traits will set up these school leaders for success.

			
					Empathy: APs thrive when they become empathetic listeners, being attentive to emotions, paying attention to what is being said—and what is not said—and listening to their staffs’ truths without bias. This is critical in building trust—one of the most important traits APs need to be successful leaders.

					Servant Leadership: Being a servant leader is another necessary skill for APs to thrive in their role. As a servant leader, my role is not always to be the one in charge; my role is to change my position from someone providing the rules and doing the asking to the one who is listening and being asked of. A servant leader provides assistance, sets standards, listens without judgement, and practices humility and appreciating people for who they are, rather than what they do or give to the school.

					Collaboration: Another important skill for an AP is being collaborative. My role in this community is not only being a part of the village, but it’s also working with every person within the village, from administration and the teaching staff to the building staff and anyone who is a part of the village—families and the community, too. I recognize that every person in that village has a vested interest in student success, and including them in the discussions and planning only benefits the whole school community.

			

			Ways to Model Leadership

			As APs, it’s imperative that we model leadership for our staff as we grow their leadership skills. Leadership can be defined through a variety of ways, beginning with professionalism. Professionalism is often interpreted as how people speak to each other, and while that’s part of it, it encompasses so much more. Professionalism is about mannerisms, appearance, how you respond to others, and how you handle pressure in times of stress.

			Leadership is also modeled through transparency. Being transparent is standing true to your word, speaking your truth, being neutral to all, holding everyone to high standards, and saying what needs to be said in a professional and caring way.

			Listening to learn is another way to model leadership. People listen to get information but might not be listening to learn. Listening to learn is being able to declutter the mind and be in the present, truly listening to and comprehending what is being said. This also includes being open-minded and optimistic about information. Listening to learn is easily evidenced by physical and verbal ques, affirmations, and follow-up questions. And as a leader, listening to learn is an effective way to ensure staff know their voices and input matter and are taken into consideration.

			Modeling leadership is important as you showcase high expectations for others. When you hold your teachers accountable and build a culture that aims high, the entire school reaps the rewards because teachers pass on those same standards and expectations to students, families, and colleagues.

			At the end of the day, an AP’s goal is to ensure that students love being at school, have made it home safe and sound, and that teachers look forward to coming to work every day. Empathy, servant leadership, and collaboration go hand-in-hand with making those things happen.

			Shay Lewis is assistant principal of the CREC Academy of Aerospace and Engineering School in Rocky Hill, Connecticut.

			***
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			Principal magazine article 

			7 Tips to Help APs Master Time Management

			As a school leader, you can help assistant principals thrive in their ever-changing, fast-paced role with these best practices

			By Donna McGuire

			Transitioning from classroom teacher to assistant principal can be challenging, but with your expertise as a principal—and these tips from a New York AP—you can help your APs overcome the challenge to grow and thrive in their new positions.


			Master Time and Task Management

			Transitioning from the role of a teacher to a school administrator can be quite a switch. Teachers that become assistant principals likely were great educators and managers of their own classrooms. As assistant principals, they now find that the daily schedule is filled with tasks and activities that require more communication between various stakeholders within the building, and if they want to be successful, they cannot work in tandem.

			The administration team within the school should collaborate to prioritize goals to best manage the curriculum, instruction, communication, day-to-day school routines, and staff and student expectations, as well as parental outreach. Here’s how you can help:

			
					Together, create a Comprehensive Education Plan (CEP) for the school. Typically, it is four to six overarching goals for the year, built upon data, a needs assessment, and overall school climate. Review the plan and update as necessary throughout the year. The goals outlined drive the monthly, weekly, and daily planning.

					Develop a master calendar to structure the various committees within the school. In addition, share the calendar for each committee at the outset of the year, so everyone can schedule their time. Publicizing the calendars and making the meetings open to anyone who wants to attend is a strategy that establishes inclusiveness, greater communication, and transparency. The AP should work in conjunction with the instructional team and the principal’s cabinet to create monthly calendars to work toward the school’s goals.

					Make meeting times intentional. The administration team should meet at the start of every month to plan observations, review data, and meet teachers for consistent communication. Or the principal and AP can meet weekly to discuss what is expected for the week, based on their latest findings from data and observations. Perhaps hold meetings in the mornings to anchor the day and share ideas for support. This will can lead to better communication and strengthen the momentum as leadership.

			

			Overcome Disruptions

			Great teachers plan units, daily lessons, and differentiate for the learners within the room. Similarly, productive school administrators will find that it is best to schedule the month for observations and various committees and meetings. Assistant principals should set goals for the week and month with principals and revisit them often. Here’s how you can help:

			
					Allow for free time in APs’ schedules. Set aside time to meet with the AP daily, and during those meetings, help them create a schedule and a to-do list for the day—but reserve free time. This gives them flexibility to complete their tasks while also tackling a disruption, if it happens. Make sure the staff knows when this free time is in case they want to speak with the APs.

					Designate email checking times. A good tip is to reserve the emails for the beginning and end of each day. This will allow them to spend time in classrooms, honor scheduled meetings, and remain visible to the school community. (This tip might carry over to the principal role, too.)

			

			Help APs Prioritize When They’re in the Weeds

			The role of a school administrator is a very fast-paced position. For new APs, the learning curve within the first year is huge, and they need to understand that it is natural, at times, to feel like they in the weeds. Here’s how you can help:

			
					Speak up, work together, and manage time before it manages you. Set a plan, revisit the plan, and tweak the goals accordingly. Most important, stay the course. Don’t wait until the last minute to start observations, reports, planning large-scaled activities, or scheduling.

					Be the rock your AP needs. Lead the way every day with stability and positivity. Keep your composure and do not put off what you can do today. If school administrators appear to be overwhelmed, it can have a ripple effect within the school community and climate.

			

			Together, you and your APs can build a foundation of trust that will help them maximize their effectiveness and efficacy in their roles.

			Donna McGuire is an assistant principal in the New York City school system.

			***
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			NAESP Principal Podcast  

			An Assistant Principal’s First Steps

			A Connecticut AP shares her experiences as a first year assistant principal

			When asked how her year is going, new assistant principal Katie Laird is quick to thank her school and community for providing a welcoming environment. But anyone starting off is bound to face surprises in their new role. Adam Welcome and Dr. Rachael George sit down with Katie Laird to discuss her first year on the job, both challenging and rewarding, and what to expect from the assistant principalship.

			Katie Laird serves as assistant principal at Hillcrest Middle School in Trumbull, Connecticut.

		

		
			
				
Play Podcast

				https://www.naesp.org/resource/an-assistant-principals-first-steps/
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			Resources

			Assistant Principal Community of Practice. NAESP’s AP COP serves as a platform for APs to engage in collaborative learning, share best practices, and access professional development resources with a community of peers. 

			Lead From Where You Are. Joe San Felippo’s book offers a down-to-earth, implementable approach to rethinking how to build leadership and community in schools. 

			Leadership Style Assessment. Provided by NAESP, the tool helps educational leaders assess their leadership style, identify strengths, and target areas for growth. 

			Leading Lessons: Collaborate to Align Learning. This NAESP guide offers insights into time management strategies for leadership teams, outlining effective ways for APs to allocate time and balance administrative duties, collaborative efforts, and personal development.

			Leading Lessons: Shared Leadership. NAESP resource explores collaborative decision-making and distributed leadership within school teams, highlighting the importance of fostering a culture that empowers educators at all levels to contribute to school improvement. 

			Principal Pipelines: A Feasible, Affordable, and Effective Way for Districts to Improve Schools. Published in 2019, this RAND Corporation report commissioned by The Wallace Foundation discusses the feasibility and effectiveness of principal pipelines. 

			The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership. A Vanderbilt University/Mathematica report commissioned by The Wallace Foundation provides in-depth insights into the role of assistant principals, their career trajectories, and their impact on school leadership.

			Virtual AP Leadership Academy. Principal Baruti K. Kafele’s Virtual AP Leadership Academy video series offers in-depth insights into the challenges and triumphs of school leadership.  

			***
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			Self-Assessment Strategies for Assistant Principals 

			More districts should establish programs to cultivate principal candidates, but APs should advocate for experiences that prepare them to step up

			By Kaylen Tucker and Gracie Branch

			The disruptions brought on by the pandemic clarified the importance of shared leadership models that leverage a team approach to school leadership. With the number of assistant principals serving in U.S. public schools at an all-time high, the AP position functions as a key element in the equation and as a solution to a number of problems.

			One of those problems is the high turnover rates seen among principals in schools nationwide, says a report released in June 2023 by Policy Studies Associates and commissioned by The Wallace Foundation, “Assistant Principal Advancement: A Guide for School Districts.” 

			For districts, the report encourages the examination of current practices, forecasting of staff vacancies, identification of likely candidates, and development of ways to prepare APs to move into principal roles. But for aspiring school leaders, advancement might demand the development of pathways that don’t yet exist. 

			With the AP role being the unofficial stepping-stone to the principalship and substantial growth in their numbers nationwide, the report says, most of today’s principals have AP experience. But it’s the principal who has the greatest impact on a school’s direction, so a strong leadership pipeline that equips APs to advance can greatly benefit schools—and particularly high-poverty schools. 

			In spite of the promise of programs to cultivate capable principal candidates, the structures districts have in place today for AP development vary. For example, Loudon County (Virginia) Public Schools recently launched a Leadership Academy for APs and defined its evaluation criteria for administrators, but has yet to take the next step to identify candidates suitable for advancement. “I am not aware of an effective method of doing this in my district,” Janet Lewis, AP of Dominion Trail Elementary School said in an NAESP focus group. “I’ve heard other APs complain about the lack of acknowledgement.” 

			The Derry Township (Pennsylvania) School District is on the way to having a comprehensive plan in place, identifying APs who want to become principals, gauging their effectiveness, and helping them learn more with a range of professional development offerings. Efforts to expand principal candidate diversity, however, could use “more champions,” said Anna Gawel, AP at Hershey Intermediate School. 

			Pathways to Leadership

			Developing a robust talent pipeline means identifying candidates who may be ready to move into building leadership. Principals and their supervisors are key to spotting talent; they can look for the skills, competencies, and performance that match district and building expectations. Each candidate’s career goals should align with the school’s mission, needs, and leadership standards. 

			The report says that it’s up to the district to implement a pathway of professional learning to the principalship—one that bridges the gaps between leadership training programs and the real-life demands a principal will face. In the absence of such support, APs and principals may need to build the essential components of professional learning from the ground up. 

			To identify areas in which professional learning is already strong and where preparation needs to be strengthened, a building-level review of data can gather perspectives from principals, principal supervisors, assistant principals, and teachers.

			Specific needs will likely emerge for individual candidates. “Without a background in special education, everything in that area was a black hole for me,” said Tamera Marco, AP at Hunt Elementary School in Puyallup, Washington. “I had a hard conversation with HR as a result. I didn’t know enough in that area to be a competent leader.” 

			Candidate Self-Assessment

			Based on the report’s recommendations, candidates appropriate for advancement must exhibit superior leadership behaviors and be ready to move up. APs should gauge themselves on the following factors to determine whether they are prime candidates:

			
					Career goals. Do your career goals include taking on the principalship, and how soon? The principal advances district priorities at the building level, so the AP should be prepared to internalize and support those goals. 

					Alignment of skills. Aspiring principals should have the opportunity and support to demonstrate skills, competencies, and performance expectations that are in alignment with established principal standards. 

					Diversity. Evidence suggests that students in schools led by principals of the same race realize better outcomes. Diversity encompasses the full breadth of a person’s identity, however; race is only one aspect. 

					Culturally responsive leadership. Culturally responsive leaders can create inclusive environments by using equity audits, tapping school data to address cultural gaps in achievement, challenging exclusionary policies, and promoting inclusive instructional and behavioral practices. 

					Performance. In selecting a new principal, districts will look at an assistant principal’s past performance in formal evaluations and other evidence of a positive relationship between the AP’s tenure and student achievement. 

					Experience working with effective principals. Research says APs who work with effective principals have a greater likelihood of success in the principalship, but talented APs who have excelled in low-performing schools may also make good candidates for advancement. 

			

			An Understudy With Initiative

			APs looking to advance can reflect independently on the areas of practice available in their districts and advocate for opportunities where deficiencies exist. The report highlights several areas in which APs can forge professional learning pathways: 

			
					High-quality mentoring and coaching. Ideally, the principal should provide (and invite) feedback to improve the quality of coaching and mentoring while focusing on building AP capacity. Look for and effective, experienced principal who has trained as a mentor, worked with other assistant principals, and/or served previously as an AP 

					Job shadowing experiences. APs should seek out job-shadowing opportunities with principals of nearby schools who demonstrate proficiency in a range of leadership areas, including fiscal management, culture and climate, and instructional leadership. 

					Collegial learning networks. APs can benefit from opportunities to meet with cohorts of principal hopefuls to learn from each other, reflect, and enhance leadership practice in preparation for the principalship. Professional organizations such as NAESP are a good place to begin. 

					Job-embedded learning experiences. With input from principals, APs should seek out professional learning content that addresses critical skills that have posed challenges to novice principals, principal supervisors, teachers, and other stakeholders. Research-based practices can help inform decisions, enhance school culture and climate, and complete other tasks that align with the day-to-day duties performed by principals.

					Center learning in equity. APs should pursue applied learning experiences that focus on equity and culturally responsive leadership. Look for opportunities to provide actionable feedback to teachers as instructional leaders and opportunities to improve student achievement and social-emotional well-being.

			

			“My experience in the AP role has been like a mentorship,” Meghan Denson, AP at Hoover, Alabama’s Brock’s Gap Intermediate School, told NAESP. “I have been able to see what it is like to run a school in all aspects. I’m thankful to be under a principal who has given me experiences to be ready for the next step if I choose to take it.”

			The AP’s To-Do List

			What should APs do to build their skills before moving up? The report offers the following recommendations: 

			1. Prioritize professional growth. Actively seek out opportunities for learning and development in areas such as leadership skills, instructional strategies, and equity-centered practices. Engage in workshops, conferences, and networking to enhance your expertise.

			“I was part of a program that created a WhatsApp,” said Geraldine Peltier, AP at Dunseith Day School in Dunseith, North Dakota. “You could go and text questions or problems, and others in the community could immediately text back to give me feedback. That gave me a whole support system, and I didn’t have to wait for a meetup.” 

			2. Cultivate a leadership mindset. Approach the AP role with a strategic vision. Focus on the broader goals of the school and district and how your contributions align with those objectives. Think critically and proactively about innovative solutions.

			3. Build strong relationships. Forge positive connections with colleagues, teachers, students, parents, and community members. Effective leadership is built through communication and collaboration, so engage in active listening and consider diverse feedback.

			“We are all coming from different perspectives,” said Willie Burrel, AP at Mona Shores Middle School in Grand Haven, Michigan. “We need to work on strengthening relationships. A good leader must always focus their attention on what the other person might be going through. I step outside myself and ‘love on’ other people.” 

			4. Seek mentorship and coaching. Connect with experienced principals and administrators for mentorship and coaching. Learn from their insights, challenges, and successes. Ask for guidance to refine your leadership style and navigate difficult situations.

			“My principal and I have worked together for four years, and our vision is very much aligned,” said Donielle Jones, AP at Deer Run Elementary School in Indianapolis, Indiana. “It really works when there is true mentorship and no hidden agendas. I believe our school culture is good because of our teamwork, and if my district approves, I may move into a principalship soon.”

			5. Embrace continuous improvement. Adopt a growth-oriented mindset by reflecting on your experiences and seeking feedback regularly. Identify areas in which you may be able to enhance your skills. Reassess your goals and adapt your strategies accordingly.

			By following these recommendations, assistant principals can prepare themselves for success within their roles and position themselves for advancement—while continually contributing to the enhancement of student outcomes and school success. The AP role may be a stepping stone to the principalship, but it takes dedication to develop into a leader who’s ready to take the reins on Day One. 

			Kaylen Tucker, Ph.D., is editor-in-chief of NAESP’s Principal magazine. 

			Dr. Gracie Branch is NAESP’s associate executive director of professional learning.

			***
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			Principal magazine article 

			The Power of Peer Support

			APs can look to communities of practice to feel connected, supported, and energized

			By Natalie Nelson and Katy Kennedy

			The role of assistant principal is unique, fast-paced, and often varies based on the needs of the principal and district. Those who take on such an amorphous role should have a deep desire to have a positive impact on their schools, and they should also have a love for continued learning and growth—not just for their students and teachers, but also for themselves.

			Nationwide, the number of APs and the percentage of schools employing them has increased markedly over the past 25 years, according to “The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership,” a research review commissioned by The Wallace Foundation and published by Vanderbilt University/Mathematica. About half of U.S. public schools have APs today, up from one-third 25 years ago.

			And since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, APs have learned to juggle newly delegated responsibilities for which graduate study and principal preparation programs could not prepare them. Amid these new demands, APs still need to find the time to reflect on their practice, manage their careers, and collaborate with others to develop their leadership skills.

			Connection and Collaboration

			In 2022—my fourth year as an AP—your author was juggling a host of new responsibilities, but starving for professional nourishment. I had outgrown most trustworthy sources of professional development, in-person conferences were off-limits due to the pandemic, and my mentors could no longer answer questions related to the new challenges my school was confronting. I needed to foster professional relationships with like-minded leaders beyond my building. 

			Enter NAESP’s AP Community of Practice. After the first one-hour virtual afterschool session, I discovered that I had found a safe space by and for APs to share their experiences, connect, and grow their practice. 

			Fellow participants agreed that such collaboration is key to ongoing learning and growth. “By myself, I have only so much experience and knowledge,” said Lyon Terry, AP at Mount View Elementary School in Seattle. “When I collaborate, I am able to draw upon the knowledge and experience of others, increasing all of our abilities.”

			“[I’ve benefited from] the feeling of having a space to share with and learn from others,” said Maura Clinton-Jones, AP at Griffin Memorial School in Litchfield, New Hampshire. “School administration can be a lonely field, and knowing that there are others going through what I am is so helpful.”

			Find Your Marigolds

			In the role of assistant principal, you learn and grow while leading, notes “The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership.” Much of that growth will occur on the job, and at least some of it will be self-directed. You will need to identify your own strengths and opportunities for growth and build self-confidence, and you will want to surround yourself with individuals who cheerlead and support you as you develop into the leader you want to be. 

			Jennifer Gonzalez calls these people “marigolds” on her Cult of Pedagogy website, because marigolds are “companion” plants that have a beneficial effect on nearby garden crops. Each marigold in your professional circle might have a different way of showing support, but the important part is that they offer it. 

			When looking for people to be a part of that circle, have an open mind—they can be anywhere, thanks to the internet. And not only does the virtual world expand your options for a personal support network, it also creates opportunities to learn from thought leaders, webinars, and virtual trainings. 

			Narrow your focus to use your time effectively: What are some of your marigolds’ go-to resources? Who do your experts follow, discuss, or share on social media? What do state associations and NAESP offer? The AP Community of Practice is a great place to start. Ask others for recommendations, then create your path.

			As an AP, you learn on the job continuously. Accept the opportunity to learn and grow as a leader by identifying what you’ll focus on to increase your success and the success of your school community. With confidence and self-awareness, you can put those priorities into action.

			Natalie Nelson is an assistant principal at Clara H. Carlson Elementary School in Elmont, New York.

			Katy Kennedy is principal of Washington Middle School in Glendive, Montana. 

			***
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			Principal magazine article 

			Being Your Own Best Advocate

			Assistant principals must seek out the experiences and feedback they need to grow their leadership skills and meet career goals

			By Ian P. Murphy

			Assistant principal is a supporting role that itself should come with lots of supports. But career development doesn’t happen automatically or with on-the-job training alone; APs often need to advocate for their own growth and advancement on their leadership journeys, whether they expect that journey to continue to the principal’s seat or not. 

			Formal supports aren’t uniformly available to assistant principals even when a district has a principal preparation program in place, says “The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership,” a research review commissioned by The Wallace Foundation and published by Vanderbilt University/Mathematica. 

			APs in rural areas and smaller districts are less likely to have access to mentoring, professional development, and networking than assistant principals in larger districts. While further study is needed to measure the efficacy of such supports, the researchers say, assistant principals feel they are important. And regardless of the school setting, it’s up to APs to seek out these opportunities.  

			“If you don’t advocate for yourself, you won’t learn what you want to learn,” says Zachary Korth, assistant principal of Jose de Diego Community Academy in Chicago. “Craft your vision and mission for yourself as an individual leader. What led you to want to impact a school’s culture and instructional leadership? Make sure you bring the change you want to bring.”

			Principal recently asked three school leaders for their advice on advocating for one’s own leadership journey, on the job and off. 

			On-the-Job Training

			Learning on the job is a convenient place to start career self-advocacy. Whether or not your district has an aspiring principal or pipeline program in place, you are working in concert with the principal, and he or she can help you access the experiences and PD you’ll need to advance. Build that relationship. 

			Talk to your principal. “The assistant principal should have a conversation with their principal about the experiences they would like to have in order to build their leadership capacity,” says Dr. Shanessa Fenner, principal of William T. Brown Elementary School in Spring Lake, North Carolina. “APs should also take the initiative to look for new solutions to solve issues at school. Take advantage of any opportunity to learn and grow in leadership skills and abilities.” 

			Seek an array of experiences. “I would recommend working at multiple levels,” says Todd Stanzione, assistant principal of Waugh Chapel Elementary in Odenton, Maryland. “I have been an AP at the middle and elementary levels, and this has been a tremendous learning experience. You get to see the commonalities that exist and also different structures. You are very connected to instruction, the needs of students and teachers, and families.”

			Listen to learn. “Your toolbox of experiences needs to include having critical conversations with other adults and getting buy-in from them,” Korth says. “Listening is obviously huge, but it’s vital to have input from teachers and pivot if it’s not the right time. Make sure you are at an appropriate space and place where you can have the most fruitful conversations to make change and progress.” 

			Recognize the little lessons. Some career advancement will come from above: Your principal might recommend you for a leadership training program, for example. But everyday experiences can help, too. “You might have had an experience where you had a difficult parent,” Korth says. “That becomes an experience where you learn something about yourself.” 

			The Feedback Loop

			Operating in parallel with input that relates directly to the tasks at hand, mentorship might be provided by the district or sourced independently; either way, it can provide the AP with advice separate from formal evaluations. APs can also look to outside sources to ask for advice or an unbiased assessment of the choices they make. 

			Learn to like feedback. “As an AP, it’s hard to receive feedback because you truly give your heart and soul to what you’re doing, but it is necessary because you aren’t always aware of how to improve,” Stanzione says. “In my first two years, my mentor—provided by the school district—watched me interact with the students, parents, and teachers. We would discuss the interactions and, at times, she would challenge my thinking. I still keep in touch with her.” 

			Check your progress. If in doubt, ask students, teachers, and families for honest input. “Instead of trying to infer how someone is feeling, I like to ask the person directly,” Stanzione says. “Then, if a decision that I am standing by is not popular, I do my best to explain why I made [it]. I will revisit the values of the school district, PSEL standards, and our district’s equity policy to get a better sense of my core values and those of the organization. Understanding the mission of the organization you work for is important to crafting your own personal leadership identity.” 

			Establish outside relationships. “I seek out people at the central office and on social media who bring a lot of energy and enthusiasm to their jobs,” Stanzione says. “I look for people who are willing to challenge the status quo and embrace change, and I try to build relationships with them. There are a lot of brilliant educators in your school, district, and beyond; don’t hesitate to strike up a conversation with them.”

			Network socially. Korth says Twitter has been invaluable in helping him hone a vision for his career and school. NAESP chats; introductions to author/educators such as Hamish Brewer, Adam Welcome, and Todd Nesloney; and topical hashtags “allowed me to collaborate, communicate, and bounce ideas off people as I was seeking an assistant principalship,” he says. “[It helped convince] me that what I was doing and thinking were things that the kids needed.

			“Anyone whose opinion I value, I will ask for feedback,” Korth adds. “I have other assistant principals whom I connect with on Twitter to talk to about my goals and the strategies I’m using: ‘What have you done to do XYZ?’ Finding two or three people who you can trust to give you honest feedback can help you determine if your goals are really realistic.” 

			Make a Plan

			If you can set schedules and make plans for the principal, teachers, and students to follow, you can do the same for yourself. Flesh out your goals and note the steps involved in reaching them, including any targets or benchmarks you’d like to see yourself achieve. 

			Define your goals. “Let’s say the goal is to become a principal,” Fenner says. “Next, you will define the steps and resources that will be carried out to reach that goal. The defined steps should entail things such as professional development and training, being a part of an AP program that builds your leadership skills, etc. Then establish a deadline for when the steps will be completed. Last but not least, you should have a measure to evaluate progress.” 

			Get comfortable. “When setting goals, I have to feel comfortable with the progression of my skills, the feedback I am receiving, and the relationships that I have formed,” Stanzione says. “If I am fortunate to lead a school one day, I need to feel that my foundation is solid, and I want my supervisors to believe in me. I suggest talking with the people who love you, then examining if the pressure of leadership is something you are comfortable with.” 

			Find the time. Regardless of other responsibilities and independent of any downtime you take to recharge, set aside time exclusively for leadership development. “It takes a lot of time, effort, and change to make things happen,” Fenner says. “You have to remain focused and work hard. Make time for your career development, and continue being a lifelong learner who will become highly skilled in your role.” 

			“If it is important to you, you will find the time,” Korth adds. “That is not to say to bend over backward and kill yourself trying to squeeze every iota out of an opportunity—find a balance.”

			Ian P. Murphy is senior editor of Principal magazine.

			***
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			Principal magazine article 

			9 Career-Defining Questions

			What APs can ask themselves in an effort to better manage their trajectories

			By Shanessa Fenner

			The May/June 2022 issue of Principal magazine asked several longtime administrators for their recommendations on “Being Your Own Best Advocate,” seeking to find out what actions and strategies APs should pursue to continually grow their practice and move up.

			Shanessa Fenner, principal of William T. Brown Elementary School in Spring Lake, North Carolina, suggested several questions APs should ask themselves to find the right career-building experiences to fit their ambitions. Here’s a breakdown of those questions and what they reveal:

			What led you to want to impact a school’s culture and instructional leadership?

			An AP comes into a school with a fresh set of eyes, Fenner says. “A lot of times, schools don’t realize that things need to change. It’s key for APs who aspire to be principals to come up with new things, make a name for themselves, [and] make a change in a school. What do you want to do differently in terms of impacting the school’s culture?”

			Am I a career assistant principal or an aspiring principal?

			APs must be honest with themselves about their career aspirations, whether they want to move into building leadership or not. Many APs are satisfied staying in a support position, and “there isn’t anything wrong with that,” Fenner says. “They’re comfortable in their skin, and they don’t want the stresses and the pressure and the political woes of being a principal.”

			What am I doing well, or what are my strengths?

			This requires an honest assessment of one’s own performance. Are you good at observing classrooms and mentoring teachers? Are you good at relationship-building? Are you good at creating positive behavioral interventions and supports? Ask your principal for input, too.

			What are the areas in which I need improvement?

			The flipside of the previous question is an equally honest assessment of the areas in which your performance needs work. Again, ask the principal for feedback: “I talk to my APs about the areas that they need to improve in, and I give them more exposure,” Fenner says. “We devise a plan for them to obtain the knowledge and the skills they need.”

			What are some areas in which I would like or need more hands-on experiences?

			Once identified, these areas can form the foundation of an ongoing, collaborative professional development plan. For example, Fenner includes her AP in the “sit” team, which sits down and decides how the school’s budget is allocated.

			Am I getting the job done?

			“You’ll know when you’re getting the job done from the results you produce,” Fenner says. “If you are not getting the right things done, your principal is going to call you in and say ‘Hey, you’re supposed to do this, this, and this, and you didn’t.’ Teachers are real quick to let you know when you’re not on your game, too.”

			What do I enjoy most about my position?

			Every educator needs to answer this question. It is interacting with kids? Going into classrooms to help teachers? Building a positive environment that’s conducive to learning? “What kind of satisfaction am I getting out of this other than a paycheck?” Fenner asks.

			Am I dissatisfied with any aspects of the job?

			Fenner has had APs go back to classroom teaching, and teachers go back to working the makeup counter at a department store. Why? They took a hard look at themselves and felt they would be happier and more fulfilled in a different role. “They took an honest look inside and said, ‘OK, this is not for me; I am not happy; I need to change it,” Fenner says.

			Is this occupation part of my purpose-driven life?

			“Many people know their purpose in life, whether it’s making a difference in children’s lives as an AP or as a teacher or as a bus driver,” Fenner says. “They live in it; they practice their craft and become a master. It’s what you’re passionate about—what you live for. If what you’re doing is not your purpose, you need to find out what is.

			“You can give these questions to anybody in any occupation, but they have to be honest and open and have a candid conversation with themselves about the answers,” Fenner adds. “Some people don’t want to be honest—maybe because they don’t have a backup plan. Ask yourself these questions and do what you need to do to have that peace of mind.”

			***
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			Principal magazine article 

			10 Tips for Effective Feedback

			Advice on keeping conversations constructive when critiquing classroom techniques 

			By NAESP Staff

			To maximize student outcomes in their role as instructional leaders, APs often need to provide thoughtful, actionable feedback to teachers. To be effective, the feedback should highlight areas for improvement in a manner that’s respectful, constructive, and well received. Here’s how: 

			1.	Get up to speed beforehand. You can’t “fake it until you make it” when it comes to instructional feedback, says Diana I. Brown, assistant principal at Seatack Elementary in Virginia Beach, Virginia. “The administrator has to understand what it is that the teacher is expected to cover and should have knowledge of the depth and rigor in each unit [or] lesson.”

			2.	Build a trusting, respectful relationship. Collaborating with teachers on an action plan will help build respect, trust, and communication, says Katrina W. Smith, principal of Buchanan Primary School in Buchanan, Georgia, and a former assistant principal. “People will not follow those they do not trust,” she says.

			3.	Coach toward a target. Keep feedback reflection questions intentional to lead the teacher down the right path. “Help them envision how to get to the desired target,” Brown says.

			4.	Lead instruction purposefully and equitably. Instructional feedback isn’t a nice-to-have, it’s “the backbone of the responsibility we assume as educational leaders,” Brown says. “It is the most important, authentic, and equitable practice we must carry out.”

			5.	Keep it simple and straightforward. Don’t offer feedback that teachers need to decipher or interpret. “Keep it simple, clear, and aligned to objectives, rigor, [and the] needs of the students,” Brown says.

			6.	Communicate completely. Omitting critical information can make people feel anxious, uncertain, and neglected. “The one binding constant that will make or break a school culture is communication between the teacher and the leader,” Smith says. “[Start With Why author] Simon Sinek says it best: ‘Great leaders communicate, and great communicators lead.’”

			7.	Fast-track feedback. Brown makes classroom visits an everyday expectation. “If I see something that is not aligned, I address it the same day,” she says. “I do not let a teacher carry on with a misconception or misunderstanding about instruction.”

			8.	Provide feedback on soft skills separately. Instructional feedback should focus on content delivery; the purpose of the lesson and its alignment to objectives; and the opportunities students are given to inquire, interact, and make connections. 

			9.	Make follow-up flexible. Once you’ve outlined what might be needed for growth, break those actions into self-directed steps. Set a deadline, but give the teacher “choices as to how they want to accomplish the growth,” Brown says.

			10.	Keep your door—and calendar—open. “Teachers are encouraged to look at my calendar and send an invite to discuss any topic,” Smith says. “[Some] are less likely to reach out, so I reach out to them. I always offer support.”

			When the Going Gets Tough

			Offering feedback can occasionally cause conflicts with teaching staff. While you may prefer to avoid “difficult” conversations, “eating the frog”—handling your worst task first—helps address issues before a conflict can metastasize, says productivity expert Brian Tracy. 

			Here are four things to remember when having a difficult conversation: 

			1.	Be prepared. Think through what you want to communicate, how you’ll go about it, and what the likely response might be. But maintain flexibility to respond as the conversation develops instead of sticking to a script. 

			2.	Start with respect. A sincere acknowledgment such as “I appreciate you and want you to know that…” or “We have worked together for more than a decade, right?” will be received better than the more confrontational, “We have an issue,” says leadership coach Jennifer Abrams. 

			3.	Kindness counts. “When I was a teacher, I tried to be kind, understanding, empathetic, and a good listener when dealing with a student,” says Maura Clinton-Jones, an assistant principal at Griffin Memorial School in Litchfield, New Hampshire. “That same approach works when addressing issues with adults.” 

			4.	Find a way forward. The end goal of a difficult conversation should be to explore solutions together before agreeing on a plan and follow-up, says James Bowen, director of NAHT Edge, a teachers’ trade union for aspiring leaders. You can communicate care and concern while also addressing the issue at hand with clarity. 

			***
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			Principal magazine article 

			Keep the Communication Going

			Four ways to engage with students and families over summer break

			By Maura Clinton-Jones

			The stillness of a school building over the summer isn’t something that’s imaginable during the school year. Students may not even realize that people continue to work in schools over the summer, but administrators are quietly finishing end-of-year tasks and looking ahead to the start of the new school year.

			You have a lot to accomplish over the summer, and student and family communication might take a back seat to everything else on the to-do list. Don’t let it! The more you can do to keep in touch, the easier your job will be when the hallways fill up again. Here are four ideas APs can use to maintain communication with students and families over the break:

			
					Use technology to engage. Most APs know they can share information via email and social media, but they can also request a response. Ask students what they’ve been doing during the summer, what books they’ve read, or if they’ve been able to teach a family member something they learned last year. Students and families can respond to the email/social media post or jot down their answers and return them at the start of the school year.

					Be visible at pickup/drop-off. Many schools now offer summer programming, and the AP should continue to be visible at pickup/drop-off times. Since there are fewer students and less rush, it’s a good time to connect with families on a more personal level; talking casually about summer happenings helps connect with students and families.

					Meet new students and families. Summertime brings new registrations, and APs should set aside uninterrupted time with new students and families. Offer them a building tour! This gives new students and their parents an opportunity to have a connection in the building prior to the first day of school, as well as private time to ask questions.

					Share videos. Another way to keep the flow of information going is to make and share videos of what’s happening at the school when most students and staff aren’t there. Maybe the building is being deep-cleaned, repainted, or renovated; providing regular updates can generate broader interest in school happenings and back-to-school deadlines.

			

			AP is a year-round job, and anything you can do to encourage communication during the “lazy days” of summer will help you build relationships and manage the school when throngs of kids return in the fall.

			Maura Clinton-Jones is assistant principal of Griffin Memorial School in Litchfield, New Hampshire.

			***

		

	
		
			—  II. Pathways to School Leadership  —

			 

			[image: ]

			NAESP Principal Podcast  

			Assistant Principals Putting People First

			An assistant principal shares strategies for leading and working with others effectively

			Assistant principal Natalie Nelson has one mantra she has always emphasized: “People precede product and process.” Prioritizing those around her has helped her throughout her career as a dedicated servant leader. Adam Welcome and Dr. Rachael George sit down with Natalie to talk about her role as an AP and why it’s crucial to stay people-focused.

			Natalie Nelson serves as assistant principal at Clara H. Carlson School in Elmont, New York.

		

		
			
				
Play Podcast

				naesp.org/resource/assistant-principals-putting-people-first
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			Leading Lessons Guide 

			Growing the Capacity of Assistant Principals
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			At the Root of Professional Excellence

			Empowered by distributed leadership and data use, assistant principals can help advance student achievement

			A principal “pipeline” is a powerful tool in fostering leadership capabilities among current staff. But the principal pipeline can not only help identify new candidates for leadership roles, it can also instill emerging school leaders with the confidence and expertise needed to improve student achievement and school performance. As “Principal Pipelines: A Feasible, Affordable, and Effective Way for Districts to Improve Schools,” a report commissioned by The Wallace Foundation, shows, schools that are able to implement comprehensive initiatives to grow and develop leadership capacity among assistant principals can outperform their peers in a cost-effective manner. 

			What’s Inside

			The following pages include wisdom from school leaders in districts participating in The Wallace Foundation’s Principal Pipeline Initiative, leading consultants, and winners of NAESP’s 2018–2019 National Outstanding Assistant Principals Award. Their comments are a testament to the power created when principals, assistant principals, and school leaders work together to elevate learning. Distributed leadership makes a difference, the report says. When responsibility and decision-making are shared throughout schools and assistant principals and teacher leaders are defined as educators first, team cultures that encourage collaborative action and personal growth flourish. Another thing that Pipeline schools had in common? They used data to drive instruction. While assistant principals sometimes say that their roles involve mostly managerial tasks or that schools lack strategies to drive improvement using data, these schools were able to steer instructional leadership supported by the evidence that data provides. Distributed leadership helped the schools in the Principal Pipeline Initiative depersonalize the tough decisions and helped get everyone—principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders alike—to work together collaboratively toward goals of improvement and overall excellence. Read on to find out how they did it, and you’ll likely find a few strategies you and your team can use to do the same. You’ll find out how to share leadership among teams to solve problems, how to exercise and encourage autonomy within a framework for improvement, and how to mine data for insights into student and school progress. At the same time, you’ll learn how to advance your personal and professional development while producing a powerful impact on your school.

			Planting the Seeds of Leadership

			An assistant principal’s checklist to distributed and instructional leadership

			Whether or not today’s assistant principals aspire to become principals, they crave personal and professional growth. Assistant principals can progress to the next phase of their careers with the confidence and expertise needed to make an impact on student achievement and school performance if they can build effective leadership skills early on. 

			Distributed Leadership 

			To make a difference in school performance, assistant principals must share leadership throughout their buildings—encouraging innovation, welcoming ideas, and even bringing dissent to the table—while reaffirming their schools’ shared goals. They create team cultures and encourage collaborative action. 

			
					Build Teams

			

			The power of distributed leadership starts with strong teams and “a firm belief in collective advocacy,” says one principal.

			
					In addition to assistant principals and lead teachers, teams should include instructional coaches, resource teachers, ESL specialists, guidance counselors, school psychologists, and social workers. 

					Take leadership assignments that align with your interests. 

					Be a team player: Reciprocate district assistance by helping principals, superintendents, and assistant superintendents with their priorities.

			

			
					Cultivate Strong PLCs

			

			A professional learning community (PLC) helps peers reflect on challenges and successes, perhaps even inspiring one another to aim higher.

			
					Ensure that PLCs collaborate, have the resources needed, and communicate clearly so that systems are aligned. 

					Designate grade-level peer coaches to support teammates in specific subjects. 

					Recruit teachers with leadership potential to serve as grade-level instructional facilitators who liaise between classroom teachers and instructional coaches. 

					Make sure PLC members share an understanding of the standards for consistency in instructional delivery. 

					Adopt protocols to keep meetings on topic.

			

			
					Know Your People

			

			“As a principal, it’s great to know curriculum,” says one principal, “but you have to know your people.” Assistant principals must also keep their fingers on the pulse.

			
					Hire a diverse staff to mirror the student population and broaden the range of ideas available. 

					Build community by matching people of complementary strengths and weaknesses.

					Capitalize upon the staff’s desire to achieve success. 

					Model effective leadership by being present and engaged.

			

			
					Put the Vision First

			

			Effective assistant principals keep every discussion and action grounded in common goals and shared understanding.

			
					Keep the school’s mission or vision at the front of the decision-making process. 

					When team members have conflicting opinions, drive consensus by keeping discussion focused on school goals, culture, and pillars. 

					Once a year, collect feedback from every staff member and submit the findings to leadership for review and adjustment. One principal gets suggestions on “everything from the color of the walls to how we do spelling.”

			

			
					Take Advantage of Autonomy

			

			Autonomy is something that instills confidence in aspiring leaders. But one’s independent initiative must support the larger vision.

			
					Innovate within a framework of clearly defined expectations. 

					Ensure your ideas can withstand scrutiny based on data. 

					Take action knowing that you will be responsible for justifying actions through regular meetings, updates, and adjustments. 

					Be honest about new directions and strategies, but refrain from expressing negative opinions that don’t also propose solutions.

			

			
					Solve Problems

			

			We teach students to analyze situations and devise solutions. Assistant principals should apply the same approach.

			
					Take on specific problems with the goal of solving them with your team. 

					Run with an idea. One leadership team wanted a “data den,” for example, and worked with teachers to build it. 

					Be open to all ideas while understanding that not all can be executed.

			

			
					Ready Teams for Action

			

			Buy-in is the key to distributed leadership. If ideas are allowed to trickle down and bubble up, action plans will be infused with input from everyone.

			
					Push for strong, universally understood systems that give teams the confidence to address tasks swiftly and efficiently.

					Know when you’ve earned the team’s trust and use it. 

					Welcome initiative. When one school focused on literacy, a teacher spearheaded a complete revamp of spelling instruction. 

					Avoid delays that dampen enthusiasm, abandoning approaches that don’t work swiftly.

			

			
					Share and Share Alike

			

			Under distributed leadership, assistant principals can show off their natural leadership instincts and encourage others to do the same. 

			
					Share findings from your own professional development to open a window to the assistant principal’s role. 

					Listen and contribute feedback while allowing others to also drive discussions. 

					Empower teacher leaders to devise improvement strategies. 

					Encourage cross-curricular problem-solving by housing instructional coaches and other leaders in shared offices. 

					Encourage a culture of information-sharing.

			

			
					Help Others Explore New Leadership Roles

			

			Distributed leadership will help assistant principals explore their leadership styles and map their career paths while helping others grow. 

			
					Access leadership training such as university programs or academies offered by the school district and share it with others. 

					Learn the basics of running a school, including budgeting, scheduling, and ordering. 

					Give teachers responsibilities that reveal the world of administration. 

					Position coaching as a strength-based model, not a punishment.

			

			Instructional Leadership

			“It’s never too late for principals and assistant principals to learn how to be instructional leaders and work collaboratively,” says collaborative leadership consultant Peter DeWitt. “Quite honestly, we don’t have a choice anymore.”

			1.	Activate Your Skills

			Sharing instructional wisdom demands a structured, strategic approach that minimizes time spent on logistics and maximizes classroom connections. 

			
					Help create a “funnel” that brings situations to the principal and assistant principals only when necessary. 

					Conquer daily tasks and yearly goals by utilizing the strengths of each person. 

					Run your own meetings and build your own teams. 

					Request the resources you need to get results.

			

			2.	Make Instructional Connections

			Dive into the instructional “deep end” with other staff. 

			
					Monitor coaches’ fidelity to overall school goals. 

					Reserve time to provide instructional support. 

					Liaise with educational partners and programs. 

					Communicate constantly and transparently with families to instill confidence in your school.

			

			3.	Link to Teachers

			To stay on top of classroom trends, create direct lines to teachers. 

			
					Go to the same professional development sessions as teachers, who must see leaders “walking the walk,” says one principal. 

					Immerse yourself in the classroom atmosphere by using “modeling moments” as opportunities to work alongside teachers. 

					Normalize the criteria used in classroom observations so teachers know the expectations they face.

			

			4.	Cultivate a Leadership Mindset

			As you develop your own career, keep an eye out for leadership abilities among all staff. 

			
					Watch for those who express interest in assuming leadership roles, and convince others to cultivate hidden capabilities. 

					Participate in big projects. 

					Request the time needed for you, your coaches, and your teachers to activate lessons learned through professional development. 

					Take the initiative to make rapid-response instructional changes.

			

			5.	Plan, Implement, Adjust, Repeat

			Even high-achieving schools don’t settle for the status quo. Every action step triggers review and reflection to address changing needs. 

			
					Follow a circular pattern for effective implementation: Discuss, articulate, reflect, and evaluate what works. Repeat. 

					Leverage classroom experience to create distinctive look-fors that measure progress toward goals. 

					Use instructional learning walks to gauge progress toward goals.

			

			6.	Recast Professional Development

			Many resources are at your fingertips. 

			
					Make time in the day for teachers to observe teammates who excel. 

					Align peer classroom visits with lesson plans in areas where the observing teacher needs assistance. 

					Schedule data analysis, mini-assessments, and coaching daily. 

					Ask teams and teachers to share PD that addresses the areas of improvement being explored. 

					Tap NAESP and state administrators’ associations for leadership training, assistance, research, and grant-writing support.

			

		

		
			
Reflection Questions

			
					Do my school’s processes recognize the different learning styles of administrators, coaches, and teachers? 

					Am I keeping teacher leaders at the forefront, remembering that classrooms change more and more each year? 

					Am I tapping into all available active instructional leadership opportunities? 

					Can I better capture professional development opportunities within my own school?

			

			


		

		
			***
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			Data Sprouts Success

			Empower assistant principals with experience in instructional leadership

			By Elizabeth Duffrin

			Using data to drive instruction and school improvement is recognized as an approach that can pay off in higher student achievement. Yet assistant principals in Principal magazine’s readership identified learning to use data as a need that often goes unmet in their development as instructional leaders. 

			To gain insights on how to best use data and share instructional leadership, we turned to Prince George’s County Public Schools in Maryland. The district participated in the Principal Pipeline Initiative, supported by The Wallace Foundation, and placed special emphasis on helping current and future leaders use data to drive school improvement. 

			Improving instructional leadership skills among assistant principals and teacher leaders was a priority. “As a principal, you can’t do this job by yourself,” says Charity Magruder, principal of Stephen Decatur Middle School. “The only way you can succeed is to empower others to improve their practice.” We asked principals and assistant principals from Prince George’s County to elaborate on the strategies that they used to remove barriers to data use and make assistant principals and teacher leaders into skilled instructional leaders. Here’s what they said: 

			1. Empower Teams

			The sheer volume of data that needs analyzing can be an obstacle, making a team approach necessary. Magruder has teacher leaders for each subject area and grade level conduct data dives during Thursday planning sessions. On Tuesdays, teams at each grade level share and critique lesson plans they created or modified using the results. 

			She and her two assistant principals divvy up meetings to support teachers as needed. “She really challenges us to be instructional leaders and not just managers,” says assistant principal Marcellus Clement. 

			2. Rehearse Data Analysis

			Data analysis can easily go astray due to misjudgments or misinterpretation. Before assistant principals work with teachers to analyze data, principals say it’s important that they examine the data and model the conversations they want teachers to have. 

			“If I am the instructional leader, I have to get dirty first so I know where the pitfalls are and where the misconceptions could be,” says Chelsea Hill, principal of Adelphi Elementary School. Leadership should know “where you want the conversation to go. If you don’t, teachers can walk away feeling it’s a waste of time.” 

			3. Use a Data Analysis Protocol

			A data analysis protocol provides step-by-step guidance for achieving insights that can be translated into action. In reviewing data with her leadership team, Hill begins with an “I Notice, I Wonder” protocol. A discussion about unit math assessments, for example, begins with “I notice” statements about trends in the data. Next come “I wonder” statements, such as, “I wonder how Ms. Jones tells children to break down a multistep problem.” 

			The protocol grounds the discussion in fact and offers a chance to identify obstacles to student learning. “Sometimes we want to jump quickly to next steps,” Hill says. “But that time to sit and notice can be the time when we have discoveries that lead to higher student achievement.” 

			If the data is complicated, Maryam Thomas, principal of Ernest Everett Just Middle School, launches analysis with observations about how the data is organized: What is the graph or chart about? What’s on the X axis and Y axis? While it sounds simple, she says, it prevents misunderstandings that result in unusable observations. Comfort with data varies widely, she adds, so “a standardized approach is critical.”

			4. Examine Student Work

			Student work is a rich source of data for use in finding out where students struggle. At Adelphi, teacher leaders lead planning meetings; each brings a sample assignment from a student who excelled, a sample assignment performed at the proficient level, and one from a student who struggled. “You’re examining the task and the student performance and giving feedback to the teacher,” Hill says. 

			Adelphi assistant principal Leslie Nash-Ruffin says that supporting these meetings has been the most valuable part of her development as an instructional leader. The conversation in which teachers engage while thinking through challenges “is really powerful,” she says. 

			5. Overcome Teachers’ Fear of Data Analysis

			Resistance to what the data might reveal is a barrier to improved instruction. Disappointing numbers “can feel like an attack,” says Hill. She urges teachers to view data impersonally, as a tool. “The data is your compass,” she tells them. “If your compass is telling you to go north and you go south, you’re not going to get the results you’re looking for.” 

			Wanda Williams, principal of Oxon Hill Elementary School, says she gets teachers’ buy-in by having them set their own goals for student growth on district assessments. If a teacher sets a goal too low, she gently probes to find out why. Williams can then offer her advice and follow up with classroom observation and coaching. 

			In his assistant principal role at Stephen Decatur, Clement reduces resistance to observational classroom data by inviting teacher feedback: “If a teacher says to me, ‘I don’t agree with that,’ I say, ‘tell me why.’ I always like to hear what teachers are thinking.”

			6. Use Observation to Improve Teaching

			During the first two weeks of school at Ernest Everett Just, Thomas and her assistant principals visit classrooms together and calibrate their feedback to offer consistent expectations to teachers throughout the year. “We have to assess teachers rigorously because that’s the only way to get to the type of learning experiences that will move the needle on achievement,” she says. 

			To be effective, feedback must be consistent and delivered with respect. Thomas leads with praise, identifies small improvements teachers can make quickly, and asks questions that provoke deeper thought. Approach teachers as “more of a thought partner than a supervisor,” she says. “It’s not just, ‘Hey, take this feedback,’ but ‘Try this strategy.’” 

			When it’s time for evaluations, objective evidence makes difficult discussions more productive. “The challenges [to ratings] were based on emotions,” Thomas says. 

			7. Communicate Data to Students and Parents 

			Parents can better support school goals for student achievement when they understand the data. After the first quarterly district assessments each fall, Oxon Hill Elementary hosts a Data Night where parents learn to interpret their children’s results. Teachers at each grade level then lead workshops with activities parents can use at home to reinforce needed skills. 

			At Melwood Elementary, teachers assess student work with rubrics that provide clear feedback, and students use similar devices to assess their own work and that of their peers, too. “A check and a smiley face—that means nothing,” says principal Andrew Dalton. “Children learn more in an environment where they take ownership of their learning, and they can only take ownership if they understand what they are supposed to learn.”

			8. Celebrate Successes

			Analyzing data to improve practice is hard work. “You can turn people off if you don’t celebrate the small successes,” says Williams. She scoured Oxon Hill’s attendance and standardized test score data last year and handed out achievement certificates to teachers at a celebratory event. “I tried to find something good in the data [for] each and every grade level,” she says. “You’ve got to make [data] fun. You’ve got to make people want to look at it.” 

			Elizabeth Duffrin is a freelance education writer in Chicago.

			***

		

		
			
Key Considerations

			
					Build links between leadership and data teams. 

					Include support services personnel in data teams. 

					Create frameworks for reviewing quantitative data objectively. 

					Apply data results to advise use of resources and finances.

			

			


		

		
			Harvest Data Insights

			9 steps to take in using data to cultivate school transformation

			Assistant principals can mine data for insights into school and student progress, and can use those insights to create action plans and lead school transformation. Alongside principals and teachers, you can build data capabilities to access the objective, fact-based keys to unlocking student growth and school improvement.

			1. Build the Data Team

			A strong data team allows scrutiny of data from varying perspectives. 

			
					Data teams include principals, assistant principals, instructional coaches, and a teacher leader from each grade. Include student services personnel to address nonacademic issues such as attendance. 

					Turn leadership teams into data teams. Over the summer, review state assessments and devise skeleton improvement plans. Then, the instructional leadership team can formulate next steps.

			

			2. Collect the Data 

			The million-dollar question: In a world groaning with data, how do you know which provides a true snapshot of the school and its students? 

			
					Use evidence to measure and understand the impact of leadership actions. 

					Don’t be afraid to collect the wrong evidence; if it doesn’t work, try something new. 

					Take advantage of programs’ utilization data. One team discovered that a reading program wasn’t being used efficiently and brought in a company representative for training. 

					Consider qualitative data. Qualitative data comes from efforts such as interim assessments, formative assessments, and student writing assignments. 

					Review quantitative data to yield insights. Numbers-based, quantitative data informs instructional planning and day-to-day tasks.

			

			3. Choose Student Data 

			Choosing data to scrutinize for student growth can be “messy and muddy,” in the words of one principal. When life gives you mud, make mud pies. 

			
					Start the school year with the freshest data on hand—often the latest state assessments. Then, revisit the previous year’s data to check for gains and find out what’s needed to make gains in the current year. 

					Think in tiers: Break the data down by standard and grade level, and hand it off to PLCs to drill down for students who don’t master the standards. Use those findings to plan interventions. 

					Don’t overlook data from high-performing students or those at basic proficiency. They can be encouraged to grow and develop goals.

			

			4. Analyze Student Data

			Extracting meaning from numbers can be a point of frustration, but data can be shaped to tell a story. 

			
					Align state test data with school-based achievement data. Then, look for outliers among students to determine whether in-house assessments missed something. 

					Align data findings with standards and curriculum to make sure the concepts teachers are presenting actually result in student knowledge. 

					Look at data dives not as searching for numbers, but as mining for explanations. 

					At interim assessment time, review test data by the standards taught. What depth of knowledge was the assessment measuring? Identify plans of action for the weakest standards. 

					Track data over time and across grade levels to determine whether, for instance, a second-grade intervention shows positive results at fourth grade.

			

			5. Use Data for Teacher Growth

			Data can also guide teacher professional development and coaching.

			
					Review multiple years of data to reveal trends to address with individual teachers. 

					Analyze individual student growth to reveal gaps in teacher effectiveness. 

					When having difficult discussions with teachers, reflect on the meaning of the numbers for students. If only four students achieve proficiency out of 23, ask the teacher to consider the factors that kept the other 19 behind. 

					Have teachers review grade-level data to find areas where a cross-curricular approach might help close achievement gaps. 

					Keep data relevant by giving teachers opportunities to share items demonstrating their tracking methods.

			

			6. Empower Teachers to Use Data

			The rubber hits the road when data helps raise student achievement. 

			
					Enlist teacher leaders to design protocols for monitoring and utilizing data. When asked to serve as leaders in math and ELA inquiry, two teachers at one school took ownership of data inquiry in a way that is now a model for other schools. 

					Perform regular data dives to train and refresh teachers on everyday data utilization. Remind them where to find data and how to use it to impact instruction.

			

			7. Use Data as a Resource Guide

			Data analysis is a useful pursuit when the numbers inform viable action plans and help assistant principals target limited resources. 

			
					Reflect and decide where the greatest area of need is and what resources will be required. Plan activities to address the need, create actionable steps toward implementation, and evaluate impact using evidence. 

					Distribute resources to the areas of greatest need by tiering teachers based on data showing classroom progress and building plans for those who need additional assistance. 

					Empower teachers to write their own mini-assessments based on data findings and unpack standards to reveal what students need to know and when.

			

			8. Leverage Data Walls

			It might look like little more than a colorful array of sticky notes or spreadsheet entries, but an effectively managed data wall can be a dynamic tool for school improvement. 

			
					A physical data wall with movable elements is a valuable tool for teachers who are visual and tactile learners. 

					Employ data walls to spark conversations—and perhaps healthy competition—among teachers. 

					Electronic data walls allow assistant principals to answer parent questions without consulting teachers first. Coaches can use them to target teacher supports.

			

			9. Disseminate the Data

			Data belongs to the school community, and it can be wielded for powerful effect.

			
					Work with the school community to develop dissemination practices. Create a consensus on the information they want to see and how it’s shared. 

					Share data with individual students and set goals within the lens of a growth mindset (e.g., “It’s not that you can’t do something. You just haven’t done it yet.”) 

					Share data sets (with individual findings redacted) with parent leaders and groups to build an understanding of school progress and goals. 

					Put data in the school newsletter and consider creating a “State of the School” document to inform parents about the progress made. 

					Incorporate data into communications with potential community partners, soliciting support by sharing school successes, goals, and needs. 

					Celebrate the gains and successes the data reveals.

			

		

		
			
Reflection Questions

			
					Have I looked closely enough within my school talent to tap those who can enhance our data analysis and utilization capabilities? 

					Am I using the right data for the right reasons? Can I justify the purpose for scrutinizing each strand of data brought to my teams? 

					Am I matching and overlaying data sets to find the mismatches or alignments that tell a story? 

					How well am I training and refreshing my teachers on finding data, analyzing it, and using the results to adjust classroom practices?
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			Encourage New Growth

			Talking points to strengthen the assistant principal’s role in the principal pipeline

			Too often, assistant principals say they are slotted into management and discipline roles, shrinking the time and opportunities available for building leadership skills. And yet, better school leadership equals better student outcomes. Research reveals why assistant principals should be groomed for leadership and how it’s done. Use these research-based talking points to make the case for strengthening professional learning experiences for aspiring and assistant principals.

			Making the Case

			
					Well-designed, district-run principal preparation programs groom high-potential assistant principals for principal assignments of their own. 

					Properly trained assistant principals perform at higher levels. Faculty have a better instructional experience, and students have a better educational experience. 

					Schools with newly placed principals from principal pipelines—often including former assistant principals— outperform comparison schools in reading and math. 

					When Broward County (Florida) Public Schools implemented an initiative that included mentorship for assistant principals tailored to their years of experience, the number of schools rated D or F plummeted from about 40 to eight. 

					Better-prepared principals stay on the job longer even in high-need urban and rural schools. Longevity boosts student achievement. 

					Graduates of exemplary leadership development programs feel “significantly better prepared for instructional leadership and management of school improvement.”

			

			The Key to Leadership

			
					A leader tracking system creates fact-based profiles of the skills, experience, and ratings of assistant principals, allowing data-driven decisions that place the right people in the right jobs. 

					The hallmarks of strong training programs for assistant principals aspiring to be principals are rigorous selection of participants; a coherent, instruction-focused curriculum; fully paid internships; peer networks that provide support after training ends; capable instructors and coaches with extensive real-world experience; and that tracks graduates’ on-the-job performance and identifies training weaknesses. 

					Assistant principals enrolled in pathways to principalships can test various aspects of the job. Examples include residencies that embed assistant principals with expert principals for a year and collaborations with university partners. 

					Strategic design can strengthen programs that prepare teachers for assistant principal positions. Hillsborough County Public Schools focused its Assistant Principal Induction Program on the leadership competencies specifically needed by assistant principals. 

					Three foundational tenets apply to collaborative leadership systems among principals and assistant principals: Shape and share the same core beliefs, prioritize teacher feedback, and emphasize that everyone—principals, assistant principals, and teachers—should always be learning.

			

			Resources

			“Best Practices for Supporting Assistant Principals.” Communicator, NAESP. November 2016. Vol. 40, Issue 3. 

			“Collaborative Leadership With Assistant Principals.” Communicator, NAESP. June 2017. Vol. 39, Issue 10. 

			“Leader Tracking Systems: Turning Data into Information for School Leadership.” Policy Studies Associates Inc., June 2017. 

			“Preparing School Leaders for a Changing World: Lessons From Exemplary Leadership Development Programs—Final Report.” Stanford University, Stanford Educational Leadership Institute, 2007. 

			“Principal Pipelines: A Feasible, Affordable, and Effective Way for Districts to Improve School.” RAND Corporation, 2019. 

			“The Making of the Principal: Five Lessons in Leadership Training.” The Wallace Foundation, 2012.
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			NAESP Principal Podcast  

			Assisting Assistant Principals

			Why connecting with and learning from fellow APs is so important

			Donna McGuire, an assistant principal in New York City, is happy to rely on her principal and colleagues in her district for help. But she’s also not afraid to reach out further afield to fellow APs in her network, even when they’re in a different state or school community. Adam Welcome and Dr. Rachael George sit down with her to find out how being facilitator for NAESP’s Assistant Principal Community of Practice has shown her the value in connecting with fellow APs and the kind of support and assistance it provides.

			Donna McGuire is assistant principal at P.S. 18 in New York City, and also serves as facilitator for the NAESP Assistant Principal Community of Practice.

		

		
			
				
Play Podcast

				naesp.org/resource/assisting-assistant-principals
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			How to Survive a Setback

			4 strategies women in leadership can use to build resilience and persist toward their goals

			By Lauren P. Bailes and Sarah Guthery

			Every colleague you see receive a promotion or award has also likely experienced their share of professional setbacks. Rejection and failure are just as integral to our careers as the job offers, promotions, raises, and awards.

			Research says that how you react to, and learn from, a setback can set you apart in your field, however. And resilient women in educational leadership tend to follow several specific strategies after experiencing a setback.

			
					Assess your values. Women educators often report that their values drove them to pursue leadership and sustain them in their leadership positions. Revisiting your personal values can help you think about a setback as an opportunity to realign your work to those values and to recognize any mismatches between your values and your organization. Did the setback arise from a compromise of, or conflict with, your core values? Clarifying this will provide you with a framework from which to understand, analyze, and learn from a setback.

					Connect with a mentor, sponsor, or role model. Women who succeed after setbacks tend to do so with the assistance or expertise of a mentor, sponsor, or role model—or all three. These individuals differ in important ways: A mentor offers specific, personalized advice; a sponsor champions your accomplishments even when you aren’t present; and a role model is someone you may not know but whose example you emulate. Consider the people who might fulfill these roles for you.

			

			If you have relationships with one or more of these people, ask them to offer their observations and suggestions. They might draw upon their own experiences or offer resources. Mentors are critical to the success of educational leaders, especially for women in leadership positions. If you can’t currently identify a mentor, take this opportunity to cultivate a relationship with someone whose mentorship would be helpful as you assess any setbacks.

			
					Gather feedback. Resilient leaders want to know the truth about themselves, their organizations, and their leadership. So they seek out—instead of shrinking from—honest feedback about the causes of a professional setback. This kind of perspective-taking allows individuals to rectify mistakes, build essential leadership skills, and bolster their organizations against future disruptions. Your mentor may be an excellent source of feedback and help you develop strategies to move forward. Critical feedback can sometimes sting, but it is a useful tool in the hands of a resilient leader.

					Strengthen your efficacy beliefs. Resilient leaders also tend to be efficacious—that is, they are able to marshal the skills they need to bring about a desired outcome. Efficacy beliefs get stronger through four pathways: emotional engagement (care for the task), vicarious experience (observing someone else do the task), verbal persuasion (someone coaching you through the task), and direct experience (practicing the task). The last pathway—direct experience—is the strongest. If you want to increase your skill set, engage a particular task in each of those four ways. For example, if you want to get better at a task associated with instructional leadership such as coaching teachers, you might do the following:	Consider your values and why you care about coaching teachers (emotional engagement);
	Watch a skilled instructional coach at work and ask questions about what they do (vicarious experience);
	Solicit feedback by asking a mentor or colleague to accompany you on a walkthrough or sharing a recording of yourself in a coaching conversation (verbal persuasion); and
	Commit to performing teacher coaching as you apply what you have learned through the other pathways (direct experience).



			

			Educational leadership is a challenging place for women. Our research in “Held down and held back: Systematically delayed principal promotions by race and gender” shows that patterns of promotion for women are often different from those of men. Women are likely to have more experience before they reach the assistant principalship and are also likely to be promoted to elementary and middle schools, even if they worked as APs in high schools. This means women often have to work harder to prove that they qualify for the highest levels of educational leadership such as a superintendency.

			Because the leadership pathway holds additional hurdles for women, setbacks are inevitable. Resilience is a skill we learn—and an essential skill for those who lead schools or aspire to school leadership.

			Lauren P. Bailes is an assistant professor of education leadership in the School of Education at the University of Delaware.

			Sarah Guthery is an assistant professor at Texas A&M University–Commerce.

			***
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			Resources

			AP Community of Practice. NAESP’s AP Community of Practice provides a safe space for APs to collaborate, share experiences, and grow professionally. 

			Building Pathways: How to Develop the Next Generation of Transformational School Leaders. Bain & Company report outlines practical recommendations strategies for developing transformative school leaders. 

			Cult of Pedagogy. Jennifer Gonzalez introduces the concept of “marigolds” in supportive professional circles. 

			The Daily SEL Leader. Authors James Bailey and Randy Weiner underscore the importance of understanding one’s actions, words, and emotions in fostering positive relationships and effective leadership.

			Dare to Lead. Brené Brown’s book emphasizes how acknowledging mistakes and embracing vulnerability can build trust and enhance team dynamics.

			Developing Effective Principals: What Kind of Learning Matters? A 2022 report from the Learning Policy Institute explores the essential learning experiences necessary for developing effective school principals. 

			Lacking Leaders: The Challenges of Principal Recruitment, Selection, and Placement. A 2014 report from the Thomas B. Fordham Institute investigates challenges associated with principal recruitment, selection, and placement. 

			Leader Tracking Systems. A 2017 report from Policy Studies Associates Inc. and The Wallace Foundation explores the implementation of systems that create fact-based profiles of assistant principals to ensure the right individuals are placed in suitable roles. 

			The Making of the Principal: Five Lessons in Leadership Training. Released in 2012 by The Wallace Foundation, this guide outlines five essential lessons in leadership training that can prepare assistant principals for the challenges of the principalship. 

			Preparing School Leaders for a Changing World: Lessons from Exemplary Leadership Development Programs. A 2007 Stanford Educational Leadership Institute report commissioned by The Wallace Foundation offers lessons from successful leadership development programs. 

			Principal Pipelines: A Feasible, Affordable, and Effective Way for Districts to Improve Schools. Published in 2019, this RAND Corporation report commissioned by The Wallace Foundation discusses the feasibility and effectiveness of principal pipelines. 

			Principal Pipeline Self-Study Guide for Districts. A Policy Studies Associates Inc. guide offers a comprehensive framework for districts to use in evaluating policies and practices related to school leadership, offering reflective tools and actionable insights.

			Racial Opportunity Cost: The Toll of Academic Success on Black and Latinx Students. T.V. Chambers’ 2022 book explores the impact of academic success on Black and Latinx students, shedding light on systemic challenges and disparities in educational opportunities and outcomes.

			The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership. A Vanderbilt University/Mathematica report commissioned by The Wallace Foundation provides in-depth insights into the role of assistant principals, their career trajectories, and their impact on school leadership.

			She Leads: The Women’s Guide to a Career in Educational Leadership. Majalise Tolan and Rachael George validate the importance of seeking support outside one’s district to tap diverse perspectives and global advice in educational leadership.

			Start With Why. Simon Sinek’s book explores how to inspire leadership by understanding the underlying purpose and motivation behind actions, advocating for a clear articulation of the “why” behind decisions and initiatives.

			Sustaining a Principal Pipeline. The Wallace Foundation guide explores strategies for sustaining the efforts of a principal pipeline initiative, offering practical approaches and case studies to help districts ensure effective leadership development programs.

			Turning Data Into Information for School Leadership. Published in 2017, this Policy Studies Associates Inc. report commissioned by the Wallace Foundation discusses the importance of leader tracking systems in supporting leadership development.

			***
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			How APs Impact Equity

			Representation, relationships, and hard work are key to leveling the playing field

			By Ian P. Murphy

			Assistant principals can play a critical role in advancing racial and gender equity in schools, says “The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership,” the research review commissioned by The Wallace Foundation and published last year by Vanderbilt University/Mathematica. 

			“This research synthesis is essential to our understanding of a role that often is overlooked,” says Jody Spiro, Wallace’s director of education leadership. “We hope this report encourages school districts and policymakers to rethink the position as a lever for improving equity and strengthening principal pipelines in ways that ultimately benefit students.”

			Better Representation 

			As a common stepping stone to the principal’s job, assistant principals can bring diversity to the principalship and other leadership positions. The research review found that 24 percent of assistant principals in six states were people of color—an improvement in representation, but nowhere near the percentages of students of color in some schools. 

			Bringing greater diversity to school leadership helps students connect with, and learn from, educators who look like them. It’s an “easy fix,” says Farrell C. Thomas, principal of Waterloo Elementary School in Waterloo, South Carolina, and a former AP: Make it the school’s mission to seek out and nurture appropriate candidates and hire a diverse staff. “It has to be deliberate and intentional,” he says. 

			To encourage diversity among APs, the study recommends that schools and districts: 

			•	Conduct equity audits to identify and eliminate possible barriers to leadership for educators of color and women;

			•	Develop professional standards for APs, recognizing that the role often leads to the principalship; 

			•	Examine evaluations, mentoring, and professional development to ensure they are suitable for the AP role and equitable for people of color and women; and 

			•	Instruct principals on effectively mentoring the assistant principals under their guidance.

			“Examining who is receiving mentoring and being encouraged to pursue leadership roles, and ensuring that assistant principals have equitable experiences while in their roles, could help diversify the principalship and contribute to more equitable outcomes,” says Mariesa Herrmann, senior researcher for Mathematica. 

			Equity in hiring should extend beyond the AP position, adds David Jaimes, assistant principal at Edwards Elementary School in Newberg, Oregon. “We want to achieve what they call ‘market representation,’ ” he says. “This means that if we have 50 percent students of color, 50 percent of the staff should be staff of color. We need to represent all of the diverse categories present in our schools—or at least that should be the target.”

			An Obligation for Equity 

			Regardless of their personal backgrounds, APs are increasingly tasked with advancing equity initiatives in coordination or in concert with the principal. APs have an obligation to offer every student equal opportunities, free of the subtle biases and institutionalized roadblocks that can undermine long-term success. 

			“Equity is about leveling the playing field for all students and people,” Thomas says. “For educators, it is meeting students where they are to help them become successful and master the content being taught. Discipline, coaching, professional development, classroom observation, and differentiating instruction are [areas] in which APs can help.” 

			“The assistant principal plays a pivotal role in advancing equity work, because they are on the ground doing the work on a daily basis,” Jaimes says. “Even if the assistant principal is relegated to just doing discipline work, equity should still be at the forefront.” 

			Disrupting Discipline

			Discipline is an area ripe for equity improvements. Statistics reveal that boys and children of color routinely face more frequent and more severe discipline. It’s likely a factor of who’s heading the class: According to data from the National Center for Education Statistics, 79 percent of public school teachers were white during the 2017–2018 school year, while more than half of public school students were students of color. 

			“Boys are constantly in and out of my office,” Jaimes says. “We need to figure out how to deal with [incidents] in an equitable way. Do we need to give them more movement breaks? Are they learning in a way that is engaging for them? How can we implement Universal Design for Learning to give boys choice in how they learn and minimize instances of dysregulation?

			“When I’m doing discipline work, I always have my equity lens on,” he adds. “With the support of the principal, we have been able to implement restorative practices. We are doing community circles and respect agreements. We are increasing social-emotional learning by implementing a new curriculum.”

			Addressing disparities in discipline and the biases behind them starts with getting to know the students better, Thomas says: “Teachers have to formulate meaningful relationships with their students—particularly students who do not look like them.” 

			Collaborative Champions 

			As liaisons across all levels, APs are the foot soldiers of any equity effort. “All of us in education are trying to close the opportunity gap,” Jaimes says. “We know that equity is the bridge that will get us there. The difference is when we actually put theory to practice. It is not about having an equity statement or an equity policy—we must do the work.” 

			Distance learning afforded Jaimes an opportunity to focus less on discipline and more on big-picture, dual-language equity efforts. “I participated in monthly, districtwide Latino parent meetings,” he says. “I served on the City of Newberg Equity Task Force. I am in charge of an assessment pilot program for our dual-language team. It is important that we all work together.” 

			“There is strength in numbers,” Thomas agrees. “The more leaders within a building who are championing the call of equity, the greater the likelihood of these efforts being successful within the school and the culture of the school. The assistant principal should and must mirror the vision and mission of the building leader.”

			APs can involve themselves in instructional practices, lead restorative talks, observe instructional practices, offer feedback to teachers, and craft equity, he says. The hardest part? Changing the mindsets of people who don’t—or don’t want to—believe that inequities exist. “People who do not experience it often don’t believe that there is a problem,” Thomas says. 

			“This is the hardest part of equity work: the time needed to get everyone on the same page,” he says. “We should all be advancing the work, but that’s not the reality that we face. We face roadblocks, egos, white fragility, and systemically racist practices that perpetuate systems of oppression. Currently, we are facing a divided nation that has politically charged equity work.

			“We are in a constant struggle,” Thomas adds. “The journey is never-ending. We will always be doing this work. We have to continue to do this work. We have to do this work against all odds. The students need us. This work is too important to give up.”

			Ian P. Murphy is senior editor of Principal magazine.

			***

		

		
			
Tips for the Journey

			
					Read, understand, and become knowledgeable about cultures and people who don’t look like you, Thomas says. “Live on the premise that ‘all means all,’ and model this belief to others.” 

					Establish a diverse pipeline of educators in order to better reflect the needs and experiences of people in the community. 

					Build relationships, Thomas says, and don’t be afraid to challenge those who aren’t practicing equity appropriately. 

					Be patient, Jaimes says. As Glenn E. Singleton says in Courageous Conversations About Race, “You have to expect nonclosure.”

					Be persistent. “Show up every day and rumble,” Jaimes says. “Keep the conversation going, and do not give up.” 
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			Equity, Race, Gender, and the Assistant Principal

			Watch this self-reflective webinar about assistant principal leadership. Our speaker will discuss issues of equity, race and gender in the classroom and school. The webinar argues that high-performance is an impossibility in school environments where equity fails to exist.


		

		
			
				
Play Webinar

				naesp.org/resource/webinar-equity-race-gender-and-the-assistant-principal
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			How APs Can Make an Impact With Families

			Communicate consistently and thoughtfully to forge connections

			In the social and academic development of children, educators, and families play integral and overlapping roles. Research shows that when families are involved in their child’s education, academic performance, attendance, and behavior improve; social-emotional skills are positively affected; and graduation rates go up.

			Forging strong connections between families, educators, and school leadership is particularly important for students needing individualized education plans (IEPs). The following strategies can assist school leaders and educators in better connecting with parents and guardians to benefit all students, including those with specialized needs.

			Bridge the Knowledge Gap

			Most families don’t have the same training as school leaders and educators, which can create a rift in experience, understanding, and communication. Offering straightforward feedback on how a student’s demonstrated behavior differs from that of their classmates can be helpful. “I really try to avoid special ed jargon, and I continuously encourage parents to help their kids at home,” says Lara Fickes, a diverse learner teacher at Patrick Henry Elementary School in Chicago. “It’s also helpful to ask parents for their input on the students’ needs, accommodations, placement, etc., as we write the IEP, because that makes a big difference in their engagement.”

			Practice Thoughtful Communication

			Establish strong family ties prior to the first day of school, says Matthew Crater, sixth grade administrator at Haverford Middle School in Havertown, Pennsylvania, and a 2022 NAESP National Outstanding Assistant Principal. “During the in-service days preceding the start of the school year, one of the tasks we ask our teachers to engage in is connecting with each of their families,” he says. “Teachers send ‘about me’ emails, send postcards, make phone calls, and host Zoom meet-and-greets. During orientation days, students and their families get the opportunity to tour our building and learn more about the structure of the school day.”

			Tailor Your Strategies

			In schools with multicultural student populations, family engagement that incorporates regular sharing of classroom news and student successes is particularly important. “Teacher-home communication may be new and is likely to be reserved for bad news only,” Louise El Yaafouri, an independent consultant in refugee and immigrant newcomer education, told Edutopia.

			If language barriers exist, use online tools such as Google Translate, ClassDojo, or the Remind app to translate communications between the school and parents. Also cultivate connections at school and in the families’ communities who can help translate updates or interpret in meetings, The Learning Coalition suggests. Label school spaces in other languages to welcome visiting parents and establish an informal vocabulary-builder for kids.

			Know the Law

			In terms of training, many school administrators aren’t getting enough information about the fundamentals of special education law, and many don’t have the kind of training needed to cultivate a supportive school culture for students with disabilities. As such, school administrators must develop a working knowledge about disabilities and the learning challenges faced by students needing extra support.

			Experts suggest that before a student’s IEP meetings, administrators take the time to gather data and observe the child in class, if possible. It’s also a good idea to regularly review the section of the Individuals with Education Disabilities Act outlining a school’s legal obligations to special ed students. Some states might have additional requirements that go beyond federal law, and many offer guides to help parents understand state-specific policies and procedures.

			Connect Parents With Outside Resources

			Directing parents to outside support and assistance is one of the best ways to help them gain additional knowledge, and online training is available to help educators problem-solve and manage conflict. The Center for Parent Information & Resources is a centralized online repository of information and products serving families of children with disabilities. Its “Working Together” series, for example, includes five self-directed courses that offer families and educators strategies to work together and through conflict in the school or an IEP meeting.

			Acknowledge Parents’ Expertise

			While parents aren’t usually mental-health experts or educators themselves, they are the experts when it comes to knowing their kids, so when they articulate they that something doesn’t feel right, take a closer look. Parents often have the answers to the most important questions about a child’s learning, including: What are the child’s passions? What motivates them? What are they like with friends? How has the child enjoyed the school experience so far? This kind of knowledge could take months for teachers to gather on their own. You might also ask the parents if they have any interests or traditions they would like to share, opening the door for families to take an active role in school life.

			***
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			Seeking Opportunity in Special Ed

			Recognizing where to lend support while building your leadership toolbox

			By Ian P. Murphy

			As noted previously in APs Rising, it’s up to assistant principals (APs) to engineer their own leadership development journeys. They will have assigned tasks, but to ensure proficiency and prepare for a move into the principal’s role, they need to pursue a complete range of leadership experiences—learning everything they can about running a school. 

			One area in which assistant principals commonly experience a steep learning curve is special education. Pipeline and other preparation programs don’t often focus on educating students with disabilities, so unless they rose from the ranks as special ed teachers, APs often assume the role without a substantial familiarity of its demands. 

			In other words, individualized education plans (IEPs), 504s, discipline, behavioral assessments, and other aspects of providing students with disabilities with a free appropriate public education might be new territory. Where can APs look for opportunities to lead? 

			Take on New Tasks

			APs who are lacking in training and experience in special education must bone up quickly on its demands. They’ll need to learn and understand eligibility criteria, referrals, and evaluations to get children the supports they need. Naturally, learning on the job is the best place to start. Here’s how: 

			Make a list. APs can point to a long list of responsibilities that schools must accomplish in educating students with disabilities, any or all of which they might be called upon to do in support of the principal and the school’s special education staff: 

			
					Facilitating child study and IEP/504 meetings; 

					Supervising teachers in conducting behavior assessments; 

					Supervising implementation of behavioral intervention plans; 

					Ensuring that effective, positive behavioral supports are available to all students; 

					Monitoring classes to ensure adequate support for students with disabilities; 

					Monitoring extracurricular activities to ensure that students with disabilities have equal opportunity to participate;

					Building a multidisciplinary team that includes the parent when developing an IEP; 

					Leading IEP team members in developing and implementing IEPs according to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA); and 

					Providing oversight of special education services in the least restrictive environment. 

			

			If some of these items aren’t on your task list already, it’s an opportunity to take the reins. “The assistant principal should have a conversation with their principal about the experiences they would like to have in order to build their leadership capacity,” said Shanessa Fenner, principal of William T. Brown Elementary School in Spring Lake, North Carolina, in “Being Your Own Best Advocate” (Principal, May/June 2022). 

			Tap into training. Though APs want more training in special education responsibilities, supports aren’t always available, even when a district has a preparation program in place, according to The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership, a research review commissioned by The Wallace Foundation and published by Vanderbilt University/Mathematica.

			School and district leadership should be ready to provide training. “School administrators must ensure that assistant principals are provided with opportunities for professional development in special education leadership,” says “Building the Bridge Between Neuroscience and Education for Pre-Service and In-Service Teachers to Promote Inclusion for Students With Disabilities,” a 2017 brief published by the Kennedy Krieger Institute. 

			Ensure Inclusion

			Special education doesn’t happen in a vacuum. APs must build familiarity with the whole school and an infinite variety of students and capabilities. Most students with disabilities participate in general education classes, and many students without disabilities have challenges learning, so it’s important for APs to champion inclusive tactics that support every child. 

			“Special education teachers don’t just work with students with disabilities,” said University of Florida researcher James McCleskey in an NAESP webinar, “Special Education Do’s and Don’ts: Supporting Implementation of Help for Students With Disabilities.” “Practices that accelerate learning apply not only to students with disabilities, but also any other student who’s struggling.” 

			To support inclusion: 

			Model respect. APs must build a climate of respect for diverse populations including disabled students, communicating that all children and families are welcome, modeling inclusive practices, and interfacing with parents to create a bridge to the community. “That provides the foundation to ensure that students can learn in a classroom and teachers can deliver effective instruction,” McCleskey said. 

			Embed inclusive practices. Cale Whicker, a 2022 National Outstanding Assistant Principal (NOAP) and former teacher of students with autism, says schools must build inclusion into their systems. Toward that end, every student at his school is screened for its multitiered system of supports, whether or not they have IEPs. 

			Collaborate and Support

			This aspect of the AP’s role isn’t much different from what’s expected in general education, but it’s worth underscoring because the special education staff might be able to help APs build their knowledge in a specialized area. To make learning a two-way street:

			Seek staff input. Build relationships with the teachers and paraprofessionals who work closely with students with disabilities. They will have suggestions about how APs can get more involved in special education and be able to offer advice from their own experiences. 

			Form a team. Knowledgeable individuals must make key decisions for students, including decisions about eligibility and accommodations. The most important participants include the child’s parents, their teacher, and an administrator (that’s you). 

			Schedule collaboration time. Lakeshore Public Schools in Stevensville, Michigan, for example, sets aside special education PLC time every Wednesday and uses a calendar that allows teachers to meet with their departments, course partners, and grade level teams monthly. Once such meetings are established, APs can sit in. 

			Discipline With Data

			Students with disabilities are often singled out unfairly for discipline. Subtle and unconscious biases against what’s regarded as “not normal” come into play, and APs—usually charged with disciplinary tasks—are in a good position to lead equity efforts for students with disabilities. Here’s how: 

			Assess equity. Tap school data to determine if discipline is being dispensed fairly and equitably in your building. Are students with disabilities being disciplined at higher rates than other students? What’s causing the disparity, and can it be mitigated? 

			Ready a response. Develop a continuum of response strategies that acknowledge appropriate student behaviors and discourage problem behaviors to ensure consistency in response among all students. 

			Plan to Prevail

			Want to be more adept at IEPs/504s? Need more experience crunching school and student data? Looking to enhance communication with parents? Whatever your growth opportunities in special ed might be, define the steps you need to take to get there, list the resources that will aid in that effort, and set benchmarks or deadlines for what you want to achieve. 

			Make the time. Regardless of your other responsibilities, make time for your own leadership development. “It takes a lot of time, effort, and change to make things happen,” Fenner told Principal. “Make time for your career development, and continue being a lifelong learner who will become highly skilled in your role.”

			Mind your mentors. Mentorship inside and outside the school can offer advice independent of formal evaluations. APs can also look to outside sources for advice or an unbiased assessment of the choices they make.

			Self-Study

			APs can also pursue knowledge independently. Many look to the following sources: 

			Live and virtual conferences and workshops. The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) stages a convention and exposition (cecconvention.org) annually, and organizations such as the Learning Disabilities Association of America (ldaamerica.org) host conferences and sessions. 

			Special education journals. Read up on topics related to leading the education of students with disabilities in CEC’s journals, the Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs (bit.ly/3UnBwAm), and other media outlets. 

			Twitter, blogs, and other online resources. Follow thought leaders on social media platforms, keep up on Department of Education updates with IDEA’s accounts (sites.ed.gov/idea/social-media), or peruse any of Feedspot’s suggested special ed blogs and resources (bit.ly/3E1XfbS). 

			Aim High

			As you expand and enhance your leadership skills in the special education arena, remember to anticipate student and school needs while filling the gaps in your own expertise. You’ll find that what you can learn to enhance your practice is almost unlimited. 

			“I truly love this part of my job, and there is so much more we can do together,” Diana Brown, a 2022 NOAP from Virginia Beach, Virginia, told NAESP. “Special education for me is all about endless possibilities—and nothing is more exciting than the thought of shooting for the moon for every student.”

			Ian P. Murphy is senior editor of Principal magazine.

			***
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			NAESP Principal Podcast  

			Lessons in Leadership From an Award-Winning Assistant Principal

			The contributions of assistant principals at their schools can never be understated. Carise Echols should know: Her stellar service as an AP landed her an NAESP National Outstanding Assistant Principal award. Adam Welcome and Dr. Rachael George sit down with her to talk leadership as an AP, and to discuss:

			
					Finding balance

					Staying connected to the classroom

					Taking the leap from AP to principal

			

			Carise Echols served as  an assistant principal for Carolyn Lewis Elementary in Conway, Arkansas, before stepping into the role of principal. Echols is a member of NAESP’s 2022 class of National Outstanding Assistant Principals.

		

		
			
				
Play Podcast

				naesp.org/resource/lessons-in-leadership-from-an-award-winning-assistant-principal
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			Assistant Principals: Beyond Equity – The Lens Through Which We Lead

			As the school year has progressed, different school districts across the country have used a wide variety of in-person and remote instructional approaches. With the high degree of variance among schools, how do educators assure an equitable instructional environment? Join our panel of Nationally Recognized Outstanding Assistant Principals of 2020 as they share their experiences and thoughts on the role equity plays in making decisions that impact student instruction and access to learning in their schools.

		

		
			
				
Play Webinar

				naesp.org/resource/assistant-principals-beyond-equity-the-lens-through-which-we-lead
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			Resources

			The Assistant Principal Identity. Principal Baruti K. Kafele’s latest book offers insights into the mindsets, challenges, and triumphs of school leadership and the importance of audacity. 

			Center for Parent Information & Resources. A centralized repository of information and products serving families of children with disabilities that offers resources and training designed to help families and educators collaborate and navigate conflicts in school or IEP meetings.

			Council for Exceptional Children (CEC). Organization stages an annual convention and exposition, offering sessions and workshops related to special education. 

			Courageous Conversations About Race. Glenn E. Singleton’s book delves into the complexities of discussing race and inequity in educational settings and promoting understanding and equity within school communities.

			IDEA Social Media. The Department of Education’s social media accounts associated with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) provide updates and resources relevant to special education. 

			If You Don’t Feed the Teachers, They’ll Eat the Students. Dr. Neila Connors presents practical tips to improve school climate, communicate with parents and students, teach to the standards, and make a difference in students’ lives. 

			Learning Disabilities Association of America. Organization hosts conferences and sessions focused on learning disabilities. 

			The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence and Insights for Advancing School Leadership. A Vanderbilt University/Mathematica report commissioned by The Wallace Foundation provides in-depth insights into the role of assistant principals, their career trajectories, and their impact on school leadership.

			She Leads: The Women’s Guide to a Career in Educational Leadership. Majalise Tolan and Rachael George validate the importance of seeking support outside one’s district to tap diverse perspectives and global advice in educational leadership.

			Virtual AP Leadership Academy. Principal Baruti K. Kafele’s Virtual AP Leadership Academy video series offers in-depth insights into the challenges and triumphs of school leadership. 

			***
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