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Our Intentional “Why”

The principalship is more than a post,

More than a rung on the ladder

Or a safe move toward retirement.

The principalship is a calling.

The principalship means charting uncharted waters,

Iterating, ideating,

Failing forward when it’s easier to stay the course.

The principalship is also a balance;

When done best, it is intentional,

Planned, and purposeful.

Like the philosophers and academics before us,

We embrace our calling.

Empowered through collaboration,

Emboldened by one another,

Ready for the journey,

We lead intentionally with passion and purpose.






INTRODUCTION: THE “WHY” FOR OUR BOOK

Are we the only ones who have noticed that the vast majority of books written about school leadership are written by people who haven’t actually led a school in recent times? We want to change that. Within this book, you will find tried-and-true information, resources, and actionable guidance that you can use immediately to increase your instructional effectiveness and lead your school intentionally with passion and purpose.

We are not here to tell you that we have all the answers or that the work is easy. We wrote this book because, as school leaders, each one of us had to figure out on our own how to operationalize best leadership practices. We each read every book by Simon Sinek; we followed Brené Brown’s posts daily and could list the top ten effective practices within John Hattie’s Visible Learning research. Yet, when it came to school leadership, we independently struggled with how to articulate all those ideas our mentors and leadership gurus espoused while also keeping our schools afloat.

It was not until the three of us moved into different roles in different states, experiencing the many emotions educators face today, that we connected as “thought partners”—people who challenge your thinking and provoke you to innovate. Through this connection, we collaborated, iterated, failed, and leaned into our own vulnerabilities to be the most intentional leaders we could for our organizations. Through this process, we were able to identify how clarity within our own leadership led to more success for our staff and our students.

During the past ten years, the concept of teacher clarity has gained increased traction and attention among educators. In his 2015 study, John Hattie found the effect size of teacher clarity on student achievement to be 0.75 (or equivalent to nearly two years’ growth in one year’s time). While the importance of an effective teacher in the classroom cannot be overstated, the school leader also plays a critical role in overall school performance and achievement. We argue that having clarity as a school administrator is equally as important as having clarity as a teacher.

Therefore, clarity as an administrator is authentically delivering intentional leadership. In this book, we begin by setting a working definition of intentional leadership. As you will learn, intentional leadership is the purposeful fostering of a responsive school culture. It helps school administrators understand the myriad factors that lead to the creation of a culture that focuses on process over perfection. Intentional leadership is the combination of setting clear and high expectations, encouraging accountability, and fostering safety and trust within a school. Together, these practices can set the stage for good staff to become great and great staff to become unstoppable.

We aim to provide a how-to guide to assist aspiring, new, and veteran administrators in creating a culture that fosters student achievement by diving into the following concepts: clarity of purpose, clarity of implementation, clarity of communication, and clarity of sustainability. We infuse the text with personal anecdotes and, of course, stories of epic failures. We include current research and pedagogy and a variety of easy-to-use, vetted resources to help school administrators become more intentional in their leadership and to create a road map for leading with “Administrator Clarity,” a quality we define in Chapter 1.

We believe that, when taken as a whole, the information presented here can vastly improve the impact of your professional learning as well as that of the staff and students within your charge.






Chapter 1 OVERVIEW OF ADMINISTRATOR CLARITY


As we mentioned earlier, the idea of teacher clarity has been around for some time. The concept has been supported and popularized by John Hattie’s work on Visible Learning. According to his research, “when teachers are clear in expectations and instructions, students learn more” (Hattie 2012, 18). It has also been said that teacher clarity is both a method and a mindset, and that its influence on student performance can result in nearly two years’ growth in one year’s time.

What seems to appeal to both teachers and students is that teacher clarity brings a level of transparency to teaching and learning. By teachers setting clear guidelines and expectations, students can know what is expected of them. When they know what is expected, they can create a pathway to succeed and measure their own progress.

We could not help but wonder: If clarity is a key contributor to student success in the learning environment, wouldn’t the same likely hold true in any environment of teaching professionals?

As school leaders, we set out to explore this idea in more depth. We posed an informal survey to a set of over one hundred educators. We asked them about their experiences as teachers when they felt most effective, when they felt most supported, and when they could best “see” their efficacy.

The results were neither shocking nor revolutionary. Time and again, teachers attributed their successes with their students directly and indirectly to the attributes and expectations of their school leaders. When teachers know what success looks like at their school, they are more likely to see themselves as effective, to see their students as high achieving, and to note that their students’ assessment scores are an accurate indicator of student learning and achievement.

Essentially, our survey told us that one of the best indicators of both teacher efficacy and teacher satisfaction was directly related to the qualities of the person at the helm of these schools. Here is where Administrator Clarity and intentional leadership come in.

    We are referring to the degree to which a school leader is clear and intentional with their staff, clear and intentional with their students, and clear and intentional with their school community.

    In this book, when we refer to Administrator Clarity, we are referring to the degree to which a school leader is clear and intentional with their staff, clear and intentional with their students, and clear and intentional with their school community.

This intentionality includes clarity about the vision for their school, clarity about expectations for their staff, clarity about the allocation of their resources, clarity about the decisiveness of their communication, and clarity about their overall professional purpose.

This book is divided into four sections or domains:
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    Before diving into the ideas and activities contained herein, take a moment to complete the Administrator Clarity Self-Assessment, and have your staff complete the Administrator Clarity Staff Assessment. Then use the results of these tools to draft your initial Administrator Clarity Planning Guide.

It is important to note that the tools contained herein are not one-and-done activities. Truly impactful educational leaders will see this self-exploration as an iterative process. Ideally, a school leader will complete this activity twice annually. We recommend that at the very least, these assessments are conducted annually.

    Truly impactful educational leaders will see this self-exploration as an iterative process.

Great and inspirational school leaders possess a growth mindset, and they clearly understand that their role is one of progress and not perfection. They also know that the world of education will throw curveballs their way and they can be easily distracted from growth and improvement. Therefore, we hope school leaders will build these processes into their school year calendar in the same way one would build in an important meeting. Without intentionally planning for reflection and implementing opportunities to reflect on and revise practices, it is easy to lose sight of the importance of this work. With this in mind, we created a calendar for you to refer to in utilizing the resources in this book so that you can effectively and intentionally manage your time as it relates to leading with clarity (see Sample Yearlong Plan and Template on page 38).

Before continuing further in the book, it is a good idea to become self-actualized and put on your leadership bikini. As school leaders, we ask our teachers to be transparent with their data. We push them to focus on what is within their locus of control, and we expect them to professionally manage the challenges that come when anticipated outcomes do not match actual outcomes.

This is where the metaphoric rubber meets the road, and we ask the same of you as school leaders that we ask of our teacher leaders. To truly grow in the area of Administrator Clarity, we all must begin by being honest and open with ourselves about our potential areas of strength and struggle, and we must be vulnerable and open to feedback. If our self-reflection does not match the reflections of others or we find areas of growth needed within ourselves, we must dive in and be willing to make the necessary changes to shift our course and our direction.

Reflection

After completing your self-assessment and administering your staff assessment, spend some time examining the averages of each domain. Before continuing to read the book and selecting an area of focus, think about the following questions:


	As a leader, what are your areas of strength? Why do you think these are areas of strength for you?

	What areas do both you and your staff see as areas for growth?

	In what areas is there a discrepancy between your self-assessment and the assessment of your staff? Why do you think this discrepancy may exist?



After reading each domain, reflect on two or three actionable steps you can take to begin growing in your target areas.

The Changing Role of the School Leader

We are not working in the educational landscape in which we were educated. Everyone from the superintendent to the classroom teacher is a player in the high-stakes accountability world of education. All school leaders are expected to have mastery in curriculum and assessment, high levels of budget proficiency, understanding of positive behavior support, clarity on special education laws, the ability to manage a safe facility, comprehensive knowledge of a variety of evaluation systems, amazing marketing and public relations skills, and up-to-date information on current educational mandates, laws, policies, and procedures—and we would love for everyone to inspire great teaching, love every student, and embody a passion and zest for lifelong learning. The number of different expectations of the school leader truly gives meaning to the adage “jack of all trades, master of none.”

We are not working in the educational landscape in which we were educated. Everyone from the superintendent to the classroom teacher is a player in the high-stakes accountability world of education.

Consider the following changes in the field of education, all of which have occurred during the past decade:


	Increased systems of school-wide accountability for teachers, administrators, and students based on performance metrics

	Redefinition of the role of principal from manager to instructional leader

	Heightened awareness of a DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) lens that impacts student access and achievement within our schools and exacerbates opportunity gaps

	Adoption of national and state standards that increase the level of expectations for staff without increased levels of funding

	Performance-based evaluation systems



And yet we need to be a master in all of these areas.

We owe this to our teachers, we owe this to our communities, and most of all, we owe this to our students.

Gone are the days of the principal as the figurehead of the school. The new role is complex, multifaceted, and dynamic. One need look no further than the onset of the global pandemic in 2020 to be reminded of the following:


	
1. Education can change at any moment, and leaders must be flexible, visionary, and connected.

	
2. The future of education is vast, unknown, and evolving.



Although we cannot be certain what the future of education will be, we can be certain that regardless of the direction education moves in, there are core key competencies that have been proven time and again to be successful in leading brick-and-mortar schools, in leading virtual schools, and in leading hybrid schools.

Establishing a school with Administrator Clarity can be a complex and daunting process along with all of the other duties currently occupying space on a school leader’s plate; it truly exemplifies the importance of spending time to save time.

“Clarity,” when referring to the role of the school leader, means the quality of being clear, reasonable, and exact about your “what,” your “why,” and your “how.”

Administrator Clarity is critical in setting the culture and climate of a school because clarity increases feelings of safety, belonging, and achievement for staff, which have a direct correlation to student achievement. Leaders who employ the strategies of Administrator Clarity are experts at setting a clear and intentional purpose, employing honest and intentional communication, providing a clear system of monitoring and recognition, and employing a clear course of action, and they are clearly passionate about what they do day in and day out.


Chapter Highlights

Administrator Clarity is defined as the degree to which a school leader is clear and intentional with their staff, clear and intentional with their students, and clear and intentional with their school community.


	Administrator Clarity can be examined in four key areas:

	Clarity of purpose

	Clarity of implementation

	Clarity of communication

	Clarity of sustainability





	Truly working on these areas requires intentionally planning for reflection and implementing opportunities to reflect and revise practices; a leader who is not strategic in planning finds it easy to become bogged down with all the other aspects of the job.

	Leading with Administrator Clarity supports school leaders in leading with intention and alignment; it eliminates confusion that staff may experience when objectives and expectations are not clear.










Chapter 2 THE RESEARCH: HOW IMPORTANT IS THE SCHOOL LEADER, REALLY?


In February 2021, the Wallace Foundation published a research report, “How Principals Affect Students and Schools: A Systematic Synthesis of Two Decades of Research,” that revealed some critical findings about the importance and impact of the role of the school principal. The researchers, from Vanderbilt University, North Carolina State University, and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, determined that the impact of an effective principal on a school’s performance is much greater than previously believed. Specifically, school leaders had the single greatest impact on student achievement, teacher satisfaction and retention, student attendance, and reductions in exclusionary discipline. The researchers identified four principal practices that are linked to effective outcomes (Grissom, Egalite, and Lindsay 2021). They are as follows:


	
1. Engaging in high-leverage instructional activities

	
2. Building a productive school culture and climate

	
3. Facilitating collaboration and learning communities

	
4. Managing personnel and resources strategically



As we dive into our domains of Administrator Clarity, you will find that we refer back to these key practices and include tools to operationalize their impact.

The research clearly found that for improving the school as a whole, the effectiveness of the principal is more important than the effectiveness of any single teacher. It can no longer be disputed that a principal is simply a figurehead or “just” an instructional leader. It is now clear that if a school district wants to invest in improving the performance of the school as a whole, it will likely benefit from investing in one key adult in a school building, the principal. This investment alone is likely to be the most efficient way to positively impact student achievement.

In another landmark study, the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research used data from hundreds of schools to learn how principals were most effective in achieving learning gains on standardized tests (Allensworth and Hart 2018). This thorough study concluded that “principals influence school achievement primarily in changes through the school climate” (1).

According to this study, principals’ effects on student achievement are mostly indirect, coming largely through their efforts to recruit, develop, support, and retain a talented teaching staff and create conditions for them to deliver strong instruction.

We would take this one step further and propose that staff are developed, are retained, and have their worth best reinforced by school leaders who are intentional and utilize the specific skills of Administrator Clarity outlined in this book.

Another important support for the role of clarity in the principalship can be found in findings by Louis et al. (2010). Their original premise was that leadership was second only to classroom instruction in terms of impact on school improvement. After completing their research, they were even more confident about this claim. According to the researchers, they did not find a single case of a school improving its student achievement record in the absence of talented leadership. Why is leadership crucial? One explanation is that leaders have the potential to unleash latent capacities in organizations (Louis et al. 2010, 9).

The researchers offered a definition of leadership that was distilled from the essence of their findings: “Leadership is all about organizational improvement; more specifically, it is about establishing agreed-upon and worthwhile directions for the organization in question, and doing whatever it takes to prod and support people to move in those directions” (pp. 9–10).

This research serves to further underscore and validate the premise of this book: leaders establish direction, and that direction unleashes the talent needed to push a school forward. That direction cannot exist without clarity, purpose, and intention within the mind and actions of the leader.

It is important to note that during the past decade there has been a huge push for school principals to be “instructional leaders.” Nevertheless, numerous recent studies have explored how school principals must continue to balance this role with other roles they hold. This is where we believe leading with clarity and intentionality is crucial for success.

In a study of Florida principals, Horng, Lai, Klasik, and Loeb (2010) found that on average, principals spent less than 10 percent of their time on functions traditionally defined as instruction (such as classroom observations and professional development for teachers). Almost 30 percent of their time was spent on administrative activities, including student supervision, scheduling, and compliance issues; about 20 percent of their time was spent on “organizational management.”

In addition, the researchers found that more time devoted to organizational management was correlated with higher student achievement as reflected by test scores. Interestingly, this study also found that the amount of time spent on instructional activities was not related or was only minimally related to student performance.

On their face, these results seem to undermine the argument that the principal is the instructional leader of a school. However, it is important to first look at the types of activities—such as ensuring that the school is safe, managing the budget and other resources, and dealing with concerns from teachers—included in organizational management. Effectively addressing such concerns provides staff members and students with a well-organized, learning-focused environment in which to work. These recent findings do not contradict the body of research arguing for principals as instructional leaders, but this new evidence does work to broaden the definition of instructional leadership to include organizational management skills (Rice 2010, 3).

Grissom and Loeb (2011) conducted a similar study that would support Rice’s assessment: principals devote significant time and energy to become instructional leaders in their schools, and they are unlikely to see improvement unless they increase their capacity for organizational management as well. The overall takeaway is that “effective instructional leadership combines an understanding of the instructional needs of the school with an ability to target resources where they are needed, hire the best available teachers, provide teachers with the opportunities they need to improve, and keep the school running smoothly” (p. 32).

Effective principals agree with this assessment. Blase, Blase, and Phillips (2010) interviewed twenty principals who had been recognized by their state departments of education as high-performing principals of high-performing or significantly improving schools. These principals indicated that effective administrative leadership provides a stable, predictable, and supportive foundation for a high-performing school with intertwined and interdependent processes.

As leaders who employ Administrator Clarity, we felt it was important to outline the research because it supports the structures and coaching we provide in this book. It is also important to note that nothing in this book is revolutionary. We did not invent a new way to lead a school. We would actually argue that this would be an impossible feat.

We see this book as more of a coaching companion to a new and ever-changing face of school leadership. In essence, we feel that our research can be summarized in two final key points that have guided our work and our passions. It is critical that school leaders truly own and embrace the two main conclusions of the research. The first conclusion is as follows:


“Leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to what students learn at school” (Leithwood et al. 2004, 5).



This quote holds critical and monumental importance when it comes to the beliefs that we hold as school leaders. We have often been taught and led to believe that our impacts are indirect and, although they are important for the culture of the school, they have limited or minimal impact on student learning. As school leaders, it is time we debunk that long-held myth and remind ourselves that our actions, our leadership, and our clarity are critical.

The second conclusion is summed up in the following quotation:


“Replacing a principal at the 25th percentile in effectiveness with one at the 75th percentile can increase annual student learning in math and reading by almost three months, annually” (Grissom, Egalite, and Lindsay 2021, 4).



As a profession and as a nation, we have vastly understated the degree to which school leadership matters and directly impacts student achievement. When we couple that understatement with the evolution of our profession over the past decade, it is evident that we need to dig into the way we view ourselves and our role as school leaders and place our own intentional leadership at the forefront of all that we do and in every way that we serve.


Chapter Highlights


	Administrator Clarity is defined as the degree to which a school leader is clear and intentional with staff, students, and the school community.

	School leadership matters: “Leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to what students learn at school” (Leithwood et al. 2004, 5).
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SECTION 1 Clarity of Purpose







Chapter 3 WHAT’S YOUR “WHY”?


This chapter delves into the importance of understanding why we do what we do in school leadership. It takes administrators through a series of activities that they can complete independently and in collaboration with their school leadership teams and staff, in order to determine what they believe and what their shared set of beliefs are when it comes to schools, student achievement, and leadership of learning. When you lead with clarity of purpose, your actions and outcomes are focused and impactful and align with the culture you strive to create and sustain.

Have you ever walked onto a school campus and just felt the culture? Maybe it was noticing the student art hanging in the halls, listening to the teachers deliver lessons, or hearing the chatter of the students throughout the day. When you see and hear things that foster positivity and inspiration, you know teachers and staff at a school have a shared “why” or purpose for being.

In contrast, you can also feel the negativity and pressure of school culture. When manipulation and fear take hold of the school culture, they change the trajectory of student achievement and can leave teacher and staff morale at an all-time low. There is no shared “why.”

So, what is your “why” as a school leader? Do you share your mission through inspiring and valuing those who you lead?

Let’s take a look at experiences from School A and School B and reflect on how these examples relate to your own experiences.


SCHOOL A

After a few years of teaching and taking some time to be at home with her young children, a novice teacher joined the staff at School A. Not knowing the culture or the administrators that well, Mrs. Novice did her best to follow school expectations and collaborate with her grade-level team. Her administrators were also new to the school and were starting out as a new team in their first years as principal and assistant principal. It did not take long for these administrators to communicate their goals to their staff, but most important, these two leaders were intentional in creating a positive school culture by establishing relationships, seeking out teacher leaders on the campus, and soliciting feedback to improve their school and their leadership of the school.

Mrs. Novice knew her administrators were being intentional in their pursuit to build relationships. When they walked through classrooms, they left simple, positive notes of feedback and praise. They recognized the great things they saw in the classrooms and valued the teachers’ hard work. When teachers had formal evaluations, the feedback they received was effective and actionable—and built upon their strengths.

One of the most telling signs of this administrative team’s intentional actions to build a positive school culture was the way they interacted with teachers, staff, parents, and students who walked through the campus each day. Everyone was greeted with a smile, and this administrative team knew people by name. There were clear actions made to acknowledge students’ positive behavior choices, and the small talk in the hallways after school let teachers know that the admin team was truly listening to both teachers’ and staff members’ stories about their families and experiences.

Being brand-new to the school, Mrs. Novice did not initially seek out opportunities to become overly involved. She stayed in her classroom, taught the standards, loved her students, and provided extraordinary instruction. Then something happened. As the administrative team visited her room more and more, they began to discover that Mrs. Novice had tremendous educational capacity and knowledge. While many other school leaders would have waited for Mrs. Novice to step into a leadership role, this administrative team did not. They recognized talent and immediately began to bring her into their discussions and listen to her ideas in order to drive the school forward.

The administrators at this school lived their “why” and purpose through their actions and clearly communicated that with the school community through intentional leadership. Their “why” permeated the hallways, and you could feel the comradery among staff and students. It was authentic, and you knew that people genuinely cared.
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