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F
or 14 years of my life, I was completely devoted to 
the principalship. I worked in three challenging urban 
school districts in New Jersey, and despite the many 

struggles that our communities faced, I was fully commit-
ted to being the most effective school leader that I could 
be. To that end, I read everything I could get my hands 
on about school leadership, attended a multitude of con-
ferences and professional development workshops, and 
observed and interacted with as many effective principals 
as I could. Why did I go to these lengths? Because I knew 
that the more effective a school leader is, the higher his or her 
students will soar.

I am now a full-time education consultant, and in this posi-
tion I am sought out by acting and aspiring principals and 
assistant principals nationwide. Many of the acting school 
leaders who reach out to me maintain a limited scope of 
assignments and responsibilities, often because they work 
in schools with cultural challenges that relegate them to 
being school disciplinarians. I believe very strongly that a 
truly effective school leader must have maximum exposure 
to all aspects of school leadership rather than a narrow 
focus on meting out consequences to students.

This book is intended for all the principals out there who 
are looking for thoughtful answers to the myriad questions 
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that accompany the challenges of school leadership at all 
grade levels and in all environments. The questions in this 
book are all offshoots of one essential, overarching query:
How can I inspire excellence from my entire school community?
This is ultimately the question that I want you, the reader, 
to keep in the back of your mind at all times. As you read 
this book, always bear in mind this fundamental truth: The 
more inspired your entire school community becomes, the greater 
the chances that your students will achieve excellence.

If you are an aspiring school leader, I strongly suggest 
that you envision yourself already in the profession as you 
read this book. Whenever aspiring principals and assistant 
principals ask me questions related to the careers that they 
intend to pursue, my initial response is always the same: 
“From this day forward, I want you to think as though 
you were already in the job. I want you to place yourself in 
the position and think and behave accordingly.” Successful 
school leaders envision success as they prepare to achieve it.

If you are already working as a school leader, I want you 
to ask yourself whether or not the strategies that I suggest 
are a part of your current practice—and if they are not, I’d 
like you to consider how you might incorporate them. (The 
very last pages of this book are intentionally left blank for 
you to use as a space for reflection.)
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Q:  Do I lead with a defi nite purpose that 
drives everything I say and do?

 Why do I lead?
 Why do I want to lead?

For your leadership to be successful, you must ask yourself 
these two questions daily. The answers to the questions 
represent your purpose for leading, which is certain to drive 
your approach to inspiring excellence in your school. Your 
purpose serves as a constant reminder to you of who you 
are—of what you are about—as a schoolwide leader. 

I’m fond of the saying, “A person without a purpose is like a 
word without a definition—meaningless.” You can’t achieve 
maximum results without defining why you do this work in 
the first place. Why do you get up in the morning and come 
to school only to face the countless difficult challenges that 
crop up every day? 

 Your purpose is who you are as the leader of the school. 
 Your purpose is the foundation upon which your passion 
is built. 

 Your purpose is you. 

When I worked as a principal, I defined my purpose as 
follows: To motivate, educate, and empower my students daily. 
This was why I woke up in the morning—this was why I 
did the work that I did. My purpose drove me—it pushed 
me and pulled me. To my knowledge, I never deviated 
from my defined purpose. Additionally, I ensured that my 
leadership style reflected my purpose, making it evident 



4  |  The Principal 50

to the entire school community. In order for me to inspire 
excellence in my school, I needed to motivate, educate, and 
empower students daily.

After you have defined your purpose for leading, you must 
further answer the following questions:

 Will I walk in my purpose? 
 Will I lead in my purpose? 
 Will my purpose be evident to the entire school 
community? 

When you can answer a full-throated “Yes!” to those ques-
tions, you will be on your way to inspiring profound excel-
lence in your school.

Q:  Do I aim to be intentional about what I do 
as a leader?

 Random 
 Reactive
 Responsive
 Haphazard 

These four words spring immediately to mind when I 
reflect back on my first year as a middle school princi-
pal. During my first year, I reacted to situations as they 
arose, which left me “putting out fires” all day, every day. 
As the leader of the school, I had to respond to crises as 
they occurred, but doing so took me away from fulfilling 
my purpose. 
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As I grew in the principalship, I came to the gradual real-
ization that a random and haphazard approach to events 
was not compatible with effective leadership. I needed to 
“step up my game” in a big way—to think and act with 
intentionality. In fact, over time, “intentionality” became 
my byword. I learned that if we as a school community 
were going to meet all the pressures and demands that were 
thrust upon us, we had to be able to spend our days acting 
on our intentions rather than reacting to situations.

The same is true for you. With all the pressures you will 
endure throughout your career, you do not have the time 
to devote entire days to taking a random, haphazard, and 
reactive approach to leadership. Instead, you must 

 Define your purpose,
 Resolve to be intentional about living your purpose, and
 Live your purpose.

Every morning, before you get started for the day, envi-
sion yourself living your purpose so you can see beforehand 
what you are going to accomplish. This foresight will help 
you to turn your intentions into reality—you can now be 
constantly and consistently intentional both about student 
outcomes and about your students’ daily school experiences. 
In high-performing schools, leadership focuses on creating 
memorable buildingwide experiences—the type that help 
mold students into successful adults. The key is to employ 
intentionality when creating these experiences for students.
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Q:  Do I treat my leadership as a mission 
rather than as a career?

Your leadership should be your mission. 

It’s normal to think of what you do or plan to do for a living 
as a profession, a career, or a job. The problem with these 
labels is that they’re limiting—they don’t tell the complete 
story. I suggest that you look beyond these labels and con-
sider what you do to be your mission. 

I always say that if you want to stop a person on a job, all 
you have to do is put your hand up and say, “Stop!” By con-
trast, a person on a mission will refuse to stop. When you 
are on a mission, you have a completely different mind-set 
than you do when you are simply doing your job; you will 
not stop until your mission has been accomplished. I’ll take 
an educator on a mission over one on a job on my team 
any day.

As you live out your purpose as a school leader, you are 
bound to encounter students who are dealing with a wide 
variety of life challenges—in some cases, challenges so great 
that they eclipse the importance of school for students. 
Among other negative ramifications, these challenges can 
prevent your students from understanding the correlation 
between working hard in school and achieving success later 
in life. 

This is where you come in. 
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You have to think, I don’t care how great the challenges my 
students face are. They are with me right now, and I’m on 
a mission to see all of them achieve excellence! When you as 
the school leader express this attitude in the things that 
you say and do, your students’ chances for success increase 
exponentially. You are no longer defining what you do as 
a job, profession, or career—you are proclaiming it to be 
your mission, with the ultimate goal being the academic 
excellence of your students. 

Q: Do I have a vision of what I expect my 
students to achieve?

Vision: the ability to see that which has been pro-

jected but has not yet been attained.

To inspire excellence from your entire school community, 
you must possess and foster a vision of excellence that the 
entire school community shares. 

I have said to countless educators over the years that ear-
nestly envisioning success is more than half the battle. 
Unfortunately, I have met any number of educators who 
have told me that they simply cannot envision widespread 
success in their schools due to the challenges that their stu-
dents have to endure in their homes and communities. I find 
this to be highly problematic. All school leaders, but par-
ticularly those in communities facing systemic challenges 
such as poverty, drugs, or violence, must inspire excellence 
by helping students and staff to envision it in action, and 
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must also consistently reinforce their own expectations for 
the school. Ask yourself:

 What is my vision for my students?
 What will my students achieve?
 How high will my students soar?
 Can I envision where my students will wind up as a 
result of my leadership?

 Can I envision many of my students on the honor 
roll?

 Can I envision most of my students going on to 
college?

A word to the aspiring school leaders: The mission of the 
principalship doesn’t begin once you become a principal—it 
begins once you have made the decision to become a principal. 
It is at this point that you must begin to develop a vision for 
how successful your students will be as a result of your lead-
ership—a vision that must always remain at the forefront of 
your thinking. Be sure to encourage your school community 
to claim and take ownership of the vision: Schools that have 
a collective vision of excellence have a much greater chance of 
attaining success than those that don’t.

Q:  Do I see myself as the number-one 
determinant of the success or failure 
of my students?

When I ask this question in my professional development 
workshops with school leaders, it usually generates lively, 
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passionate, and heated discussions. Some school leaders 
absolutely see themselves as uniquely responsible for their 
students’ success. They believe strongly that once their stu-
dents arrive at school, those students belong to them—the 
outside world and its influences no longer matter. Students 
succeed or fail according to the school leaders’ overall per-
formance. Excuses have no place in these school leaders’ 
minds.

Then there are the other school leaders—the ones who 
find it impossible to take full responsibility for their stu-
dents’ education given all of the other factors in their lives. I 
remind these leaders that the success of their students boils 
down to the attitude behind their leadership: If students are 
going to soar, they require school leaders who will accept 
nothing less than excellence from them. This fact does not 
in any way diminish the significance of outside variables 
that may adversely impact student motivation or the roles 
of teachers and parents. But at the end of the day, school 
leadership matters. When the principal can maintain the 
attitude that his or her overall leadership determines the 
success or failure of the school, students will benefit greatly. 
As I like to say, “Show me a school with extraordinary 
teachers in every classroom but an ineffective principal and 
I’ll show you an underperforming school.”

You must see yourself as the number-one determinant of 
the success or failure of your students. How are you going 
to lead effectively if you lack the willingness to hold your-
self accountable for your students’ achievements? If you are 
living out your purpose at a low-performing school, how 
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are you going to help it grow and improve if you are not 
willing to point your finger at yourself first? Holding yourself 
accountable and refusing to fail are key elements of successful 
school leadership.
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