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Exemplary educational leadership : a reflective essay

Abstract

Maybe now more than ever, the need for strong leadership in education is necessary. Unfortunately,
leadership can be masked by many other titles: director, manager, boss, dictator. None are accurate
descriptions of a leader. A leader takes on the appearance of servant, peer, guide, and mentor. By serving
the staff and meeting their needs--physically, professionally, and emotionally--authority is developed so
that managerial techniques which instill resentment are no longer effective,nor needed, and staff will feel

comfortable working with you, for you, and along side you.
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So, this man decides to plant a special type of bamboo. He
goes to his yard and measures an area 20 feet by 20 feet. Over
several days, he digs down two feet to break up the clay earth, sifts
the dirt, adds manure to fertilize the soil, carefully plants the
- bamboo, covers it, and marks off the boundaries. Every morning,
before breakfast, he carries water from the stream to his plot. He
weeds and waters and waits. Every day.

After a year, no shoots have appeared. A neighbor who has
- observed the man’s daily efforts stops as the man works away and
asks, “Why are you working so hard for nothing?”

“It takes'time,” the man replies.

The next year, the man does exactly the same thing. Every
day, he walks to the stream at dawn, carries the water, carefully
soaks and weeds his plot. At the end of that year, still nothing has
broken the surface. The same neighbor walks by. “Why are you
wasting your time?” he asks. “I have some goods seeds I'd give
you.”

“It takes time,” the man replies.

The third year, the man builds a small fence around the plot

to keep out the animals. He continues to tend it with care. - At the



- end of the third year, when still no shoots have appeared, his
neighbor asks, “Are you crazy? Why do you keep doing that?”
“It takes time,” the man replies.
Three weeks later, the first small, green shoots push

through the soil. They grow. And grow. And grow! Six weeks

later, the man’s bamboo towers over 60 feet high.

During those years when it seemed the bamboo was doing
nothing, critically important things were happening: The roots of
~the bamboo were spreading, branching, thickening, and developing

the strength and vigor to support the bamboo’s future phenomenal

growth and size: Only with watering and careful nurturing could

the plant develop the root structure to support the towering stalks

of bamboo. (Zimmerman & Hutchins, 2003, pp. 1-2)

The bamboo tale helps to set the stage for understanding leadership.
Though our purpose as educators is not to grow fields of bamboo, the parable
parallels the ideas surrounding leadership and exemplifies some of the same basic,
necessary characteristics for leaders who want to implement and sustain positive
change in education. If we examine some of those personal characteristics more
closely and draw connections between them and the standards for exemplary
leadership, we will come to see that the principles of leadership can be applied

with a great deal of success.



Leadership Characteristics

One might look at this parable and say that the character was a leader in
his own right. He was a trailblazer, doing something in a way that hadn’t been
done before. He had a plan, and he saw results. He was committed, determined,
patient, and hard-working. He possessed many characteristics one might identify
in a leader.

We have learned, however;, that leaders actually possess a range of skills,
styles, and abilities. They might be autocratic or democratic, transactional or
transformational, Theory X or Theory Y, an introvert or an extrovert, right-
brained and left-brained...the list goes on. Because of this, there is no real
prescription for true leadership. There is no test you can take, no questionnaire
you can fill out to determine if you will be successful. There is no “ideal”
disposition for quality leadership. Leadership is comprised of the unique skills of
an individual in areas as broad as problem-solving, managing, attitude,
intelligence, inherent personality, commitment, and vision. It is the culmination
of many aspects. Therefore, the challengé set before any potential leader is to
understand his/her own self and how his/her values, beliefs, and behaviors
contribute to the overall style and success of leadership.

Through reflective thinking, we begin to see that our influence and ability
~ to lead comes through our actions, not our rhetoric. - If we, as educational leaders,

cannot change our own selves and grow into more effective able educators, we



will never effectively spark the internal desire in each of our staff members to rise
up to the challenges of the “creative tension” referred to by Dr. Else (Personal
communication, June 2004). Therefore, the effect of implementing an effective
growth plan is two fold: not only will we be more successful in our own lives; we
will be better able to positively influence those we work with and accomplish the
vision of the organization.

Developing a Common Vision

Recent research indicates that in order to be successful in any organization
or endeavor, a common vision must be developed. This is of such importance that
it actually stands as the first of the principal leadership standards (Wilmore,
2002):

A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the

success of all students by facilitating the development, articulation,

implementation, and stewardship of a school district vision of

learning that is shared and supported by the school community.

(p-19)

In an educational setting, this vision must address critical elements in
order to be comprehensive enough and collaborative enough to be successful.
These elements are important cornerstones for effective educational leadership.
They include understanding your own self and leadership style, understanding

student achievement and how it is defined as‘success, creating quality



professional development for the teachers, and hiring the right people to work
with you to accomplish that vision. As you read, it should become clear how each
element can not be truly separated from any of the others; how they work together
to create a solid foundation in the school district to promote success.
Understanding Visions

Influenced by these personal characteristics, we all inherently create
images of whom we are and who we want to become. We set goals and develop
plans to bring ourselves closer to self-actualization, in which we reach our fullest
potential. In The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey (1998)
calls this a personal vision. He compares it to the United States Constitution:
unchanging, all-encompassing, and a powerful document by which to live. Our
personal vision becomes our personal creed; it becomes the standard against
which every action is evaluated.

Similarly, schools must develop a common vision. By developing a
vision, one that involves and is communicated to all stakeholders, the district will
be able to visualize its future. “Well-designed visions are 1) detailed enough to
carry meaning, 2) vivid and compelling, 3) motivating, and 4) collective”
(Blankstein, 2004, p. 78). Ultimately, they move an organization ahead.

Dependent on the development of this solid vision--one that will be able to
sustain challenge and change--is visionary leadership. “The goal of having a

visionary approach to leadership is to help make certain that an organization



continues to improve and remain flexible to move forward, given the new
circumstances and situations that will always:arise” (Pasi, 2003, p. 1). By the
name alone, one can conclude, then, that the vision should guide action. “Every
decision made, every program implemented, every policy instituted, and all goals
should align with this vision” (Blankstein, 2004, p. 77)

...the principal must be willing and able to articulate the vision

frequently, while making thoughtful effort to behave in a way that

advances it as well. Otherwise, a vision statement becomes simply
- words on paper, visionary words that never become action. (Pasi,

2003, p. 1)

The creation of a vision provides a link between the work we do today and
the success we have tomorrow. It provides a common understanding of the
actions that must be carried out on a day to day basis to reach success. It is at the
core of everything we do. The bamboo parable exemplifies this.

The bamboo farmer had a clear idea of what he was trying to accomplish:
he wanted to plant and harvest plentiful fields of bamboo, a special and unique
variety. That was his clear and simple vision, and that set in motion his actions
for the coming three years. His actions, frequent and deliberate, advanced his
vision and his bamboo grew. Despite his seemingly “crazy” behavior, he knew
that the efforts he made to build and develop that deep-rooted system would bring

him closer to his vision.



Developing Educational Vision and Values

If your school’s core rests on state standards, then you had better

hope that the standards never change, because if they do, you have

lost the core of your school. Instead, every decision should rest on

doing what is best for students. (Whitaker, 2003, p. 56)

Unfortunately in education today, the vision is becoming blurred. The
background buzz of words related to the recent No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
legislation--accountability, achievement gap, assessment, standards, proficiency--
is sending mixed messages about what the role and goal of a school really is.
Administrators around the country are worried about the future of their schools
and their district. But what do these words really mean and how do they impact
school administrators when making decisions about what their educational vision
really is?

When the administrator is the one ultimately responsible for the
performance of students and the level of their achievement (again, often defined
and determined by performance on standardized tests), it can be easy to lose focus
on what the primary responsibility is as an administrator and what the primary
vision is for the school. The pressure can mislead you into believing that the
singular role of the principal'is to focus on performance on one particular test. It
can be easy to find yourself repeating “Raise those scores!” and let that ring

throughout the school as the new slogan. Is this the new vision of education?



Fortunately, the answer is no. “Effective principals don’t let standardized
testing take over the entire school,” (Whitaker, 2003, p. 55). To restate, effective
principals continue to keep the whole child in mind and understand the
relationship between that and student achievement. Whitaker’s broader context
for student achievement presents a more hopeful and gratifying look at the
essence of the vision for education.

For any beginning principal, it is essential to understand the environment
he/she is walking ihto prior to developing or even discussing a common vision.
Doing an environmental scan, conducting surveys, questionnaires, personal
interviews, and the like to understand the beliefs and attitudes, values and
traditions of the school-will save the administrator precious time and energy.
Once that is established, the administrator will know how to move forward and
will know better what steps need to be addressed before attempting to initiate any
type of change, especially if it involves large scale, second order change.

Once the administrator has obtained a feel for the organization, he/she,
together with the staff, can begin building the core of the school--the vision. As
the vision becomes clearer, the values of the organization do as well. Whereas the
vision guides the organization’s decision making, the values guide the behavior.
“Values express a shared commitment to certain behaviors;.they do not result
from a top-down dictate—that is, they start with *“We will,” not “You will”

(Blankstein, 2004, p. 84). “Effective values are 1) few in number, 2) direct and



simply stated, 3) focuseé on behaviors, not beliefs, and 4) linked to the vision
statement” (p. 87).

One way to express the values of the organization is to develop operating
principles. That is, developing a “code” of actions and beliefs that the
organization chooses to live by and demonstrate in their every day behaviors.
These operating principles will maintain the focus of the staff and the
administration and will send a clear message to anyone outside looking in as to
the core, or vision, of the school.

Defining and Influencing Student Achievement

It would be safe to say that student achievement is at that core of any
given district’s primary values. The desire for student achievement is a consistent
mission of all schools. What isn’t so consistent is the interpretation of student
achievement. Stated more clearly, how student achievement is defined and
determined.

The recent design of education presents an interesting conundrum for
schools when it comes to this understanding of student achievement. The law
presumes that student achievement can be solely influenced by the quality of
education provided within the school building per teachers, instructional -
strategies, and curriculum. However, much research has been done to indicate
that far more contributes to the success of a student.-Rothstein (2004) plainly

states:
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~ Many well-intentioned people blame the achievement gap on -

“failing schools” because common sense tells that it could not be

otherwise...This common sense perspective, however, is

misleading. For although income and skin pigment don’t directly

cause low achievement, the characteristics that in general define

social-class differences inevitably influence leaming. (p. 40)

Additional research (Barton, 2004, p. 10) supports this position by citing
14 different factors which influence student achievement. Some of those factors
are labeled as before and beyond school, such as birth weight, lead poisoning,
hunger and nutrition, reading to young children, television watching, parent
availability, student mobility, and parent participation. Those factors found
within school are rigor of curriculum, teacher experience and attendance, teacher
preparation, class size, technology-assisted instruction, and school safety. Notice
that more than half of the factors contributing to student achievement are outside
the control of thev traditional role of the school district: Unfortunately, this
research does not absolve a school district of their responsibility of educating all
students. It merely provides a realistic picture of the intertwining of factors--
school, parents, and community--and the challenges that this presents to any good
school administrator.

No one can deny the importance of understanding and striving to meet

state and national standards when it comes to student achievement. Truth be told,
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it is a reality that must be faced. However, there is much more to being an
effective administrator than that, and much more that surrounds the issue of
student achievement. The issue is broader than a single test and requires more
than a harried attempt to revzimp curriculum or redesign assessments.

- In today’s educational age, heavy consequences are handed out for schools
who fail to perform. If Failure is Not an Option (Blankstein, 2004), which
happens to be the title of a recent publication addressing student achievement,
then a principal must be prepared to ask hard questions and make sound decisions
regarding student achievement. By basing decisions on current student
achievement data, principals can start to improve their schools. By understanding
the interrelatedness of the multiple factors (such as visions, learning communities,
achievement data, etc.), principals can start to improve their schools. By meeting
the variety of needs of students, not all of which are academic, principals can start
to improve our schools and close the achievement gap.

Though it is most readily apparent that this critical element of being an
educational leader falls into the role of instructional leader and supports the
“fundamental purpose” of curriculum and instruction referred to by Wilmore
(2002, p. 35), it appears that through this approach, improving student
achievement is truly an instructional, operational, collaborative, ethical, and

political issue, reaching multiple standards for excellence by administrators.
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Providing Relevant Professional Development

. The challenge of positively impacting student achievement is not just set
forth as the standard for excellence, however; but is mandated by the State of
Iowa and the requirements for highly qualified teachers under the NCLB
legislation. The success an administrator has with this challenge is dependent on
his/her ability to create opportunities for quality professional development.
Research suggests that the manner in which professional development is
conducted can have a tremendous impact on the culture of the school organization
and make noticeable gains in student achievement and performance.

Todd Whitaker (2003) may have summed up best when he stated,
“Outstanding principals know that their primary role is to teach the teachers. The
best way to provide an exceptional learning environment for students is to give
them outstanding teachers. Great principals focus on students--by focusing on
teachers,” (p. 35).

A Shifting Paradigm

Let us first take a look at how professional development was once
implemented in schools. Teachers would have.a.full school day, free from
students, to attend joint sessions, conferences; workshops; or.they got to sit and
hear random guest speakers present the current “hot topic” of education; whether
or not it was relevant to their own classroom needs was not an issue. - Some

teachers would listen closely, some would not listen-at all, and at the end of the
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day the teachers would hand over their paperwork and a check and receive actual
graduate credit for “learning” something new. If the principal was lucky, a few
teachers would come away with a new found enthusiasm and hope for real change
in their classrooms. A week or two would go by during which those teachers may
discuss the great Workshop'_th’ey attchdéd, but soon thcln(‘))vcltybof the presentation
would wear off and thér teache;rs ‘wkou‘ld tesort' t(’)‘ the_sbétm\éte::achfing’étyles and
methods they had atwéys used. T\’I"he’r’;k,vtloulyd‘be no ihlplehiéntatioh of ideas; there
would be no signifiéaritbhah‘ge.»(’I‘"Jl'tirhatt‘él’y; thére would he no effect on student
achievement. And that‘ié what they ‘callbe'c;l: pfofgééibhal‘dkc\?‘el‘(k)‘b:rnént.

This sort ‘of“S\i‘t énd Get’«’vproifgss‘iic.)né‘tlflé;trh.in'g‘,y,a;'l\’/lvetrciéTate (2004)
might say, is ret)réseht’ati‘ve‘ of tlmes gonebyNow1s thetlmefor traditional
approaches to professional devélopment to move aside so that a more
collaborative approach can be implemented (see Figure 1).

Teachers today have the awesome responsibility of taking part in
meaningful, relevant professional developmerttthat pr(‘)vi‘c‘les the real opportunity
to improve teaching methods and increase student achievement throu gh research
based techniques and analysis of student work and stu‘cieflt achievement data.
Teachers will use actual classroom data to guide decisions and identify areas
where improvement is needed. They will gain khoWlédge V(')f réséarch based
strategies and implement the ideas within the ‘cA:onte;(‘t of their own classrooms.

They will participate in an ongoing process of 'c:bllabbrativdn’, }éﬂéction, and
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evaluation, thus refining their ability to act as reflective practitioners and improve
their practice. This process is designed to be ongoing and provide positive results
for students, teachers, and school districts.

FIGURE 1: Traditional vs. Collaborative Professional Development

(Compiled referencing Lgmbert, 1998)

As we speak, educators all acrosvs”I;)“A/a are taking part in this shifting
paradigm, the shift from the factory model professional dévelopment to
professional learning communities. More than ever before administrators are
acting as instructional leaders and teach;:rs are acting as prqfessional learners.
And today, this is what we expect of professi‘o_nalr deyelopment.

Professional Development Design

Legislatively, the new Iowa Professiopa) quel}op’m‘;ent Model noted in

Figure 2 (Hansen, 2005) is the guide for all professional learning for teachers.

There are seven foundations that underlie this new model of professional



development that must be clearly understood by administrators in order to
organize effective and compliant professional development for the district or
building.

FIGURE 2: The Iowa Professional Development Model:

Ceiltetting J An&‘mng
il

e

Ongomg Dga Cotaction |
;Fonm:m E&mmw

Dusigning Process
fof Pictessional”
Davelopriaay

Hansen, D. (2005). Iowa Department of Education. Retrieved January 9, 2006 from the World Wide Web:

http://www.state.ia.us/educate/ecese/tqt/tc/doc/ipdm05.html

These seven foundations are as follows:

1. School improvement and staff development decisions are driven by
student learning needs. »

2. The focus is on instruction and currlculum

3. When increased student learning is the goal of professional
development, the efforts of collect1v1t1es of people have the best
chance for success. :

4. The collection and analysis of data gu1de the ent1re professmnal
development process. .

5. Specific student learning goals prov1de the d1rect10n for selecting
professional development content.

15
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6. Content selected for professional development is supported by

research.

7. The professional development process is cyclical. (Department of

Education, 2005, p.3)

But simply understandil\lvg professional develbpment ils not enougﬁ. In
order té sustaiﬁ a comprehensive’ éhangé Wiihin ;ﬂ(‘iistri;:t, the building principal is
givéﬁ the daunﬁng task’ of redesigning the structurai conditions withibn‘ the system
to éubport and promoté the séveﬁ foundations. Some argué that this ability to
shape the learning community is ‘one 6f the rﬁost pressing tasks of a building
principal.

* Professional learning communities have become the current craze in
education as a wéy to address the derhands of this new model’of professional
development. | |

A school learning community is one that promotes and values

leafhing as an ongoing, active col‘léborative proce\ss with dynamic

dialogue by teachérs, studehts, ’staff, pfin(;ipal, parénts, and the

school community to improve thé qﬁaiity 0f léarning and‘ life

within the school. Developing schools where évery aspect of the

community nourishes learning and helping everyone who comes

into contact with the school to contribute to that learning

community are impOrtant concepts. (Roberts & Pruitt, 2003, p. 6)
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-~ When designing the professional development structure for a building or
district, administrators must keep this new approach at the forefront of planning
and consider some common characteristics of professional learning communities.
First, and possibly most importantly, is the concept that this learning is based on a
cycle of reflective thinking. The Iowa Professional Development Model
illustrates this, but other researchers have addressed the criticalness of this design.
Roberts and Pruitt (2003) suggest a six step process that mirrors the design of the
Professional Development Model:

Identifying a Practice/Product for Qroup Reflection
Describing the Practice/Product Selected for Group Reflection
Examining the Practice/Product Selected for Group Reflection
Action on What is Learned during Reflection

Assessing the Outcome of the Action Plan
Building Community through the Cycle of Reflection. (p. 17)

ARl

The Professional Development Model is again suggested in the following
characteristics for professional learning cbmmunities: 1) shared mission and
values, 2) collective inquiry, 3) collaborative teams, 4) action orientation and
experimentation, 5) continuous improvement, and 6) results Oriehtation (DuFour,
1998, p. 25-29).

Though there is no “silver bullet” for professional development, there is
enough current research to provide ideas to create a sy‘Stem’that will work within
the structure and uniqueness of each school. Through work in my own district, I

have been a part of the restructuring process district wide and the redesign of
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implementation building wide. Figure 4 is my personal vision of what
professional development could look like at the building level. Currently, through
work with the district and building administrators-and other teacher leaders, we
are implementing part of this model.

FIGURE 4: Sample Professional Development Model

o

Professional Development Model

Administrators/Teacher L eaders; Develop schedule to support weekly opportunity for professional growth. Provide
_building-wide research-based content, structures for practice and implementation, flexibility and opportunity for teacher

leadership, and time and resources.
Decisk

Grade Level Teams:

¥ Analyze student
achievement data
¥Identify curriculum
issues, problems, gaps

Teacher | earning g
Teams:

¥'Choose own topics

of study, guided by .
building goals and Information

Comprehensive vCollaborate on
g::ar:‘ool Improvement strengthening
¥ Participate in (}urnculum i

r i Develop/revise
reading/leaming assessments

v Do supplemental
research

¥ Present and provide
feedback to large
group, core groups,
goal committees, and
administrators

: Learn, collaborate and participate in implementing research-based strategies as pant of building wide
professional development. Peer observation and coaching will be embedded into the process. Additionally,
analysis of student work through formal process (i.e. CASL) will guide dacisions for instructional improvement.

Dennis Sparks (2004), Executive Dire;:tor of the National Staff
Development Council, reiterates the basic principle of quality prpfessional
development.

Some of the most important forms» of professional 1¢%ming occur in

daily interactions among teachers, in Wthh tht‘ay‘ a‘ssi‘sxt_’oqe gnother

in improving lessons, deepening understanding of the content they
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* teach, analyzing student work, and examining various types of data

on student performance. Consequently, ongoing high-quality

teacher-to-teacher communication about teaching and learning is

one of the most powerful yet underused sources of professional

- development and instructional improvement. (p.45)

This new vision of professional development-a commitment to developing
teachers as pedagogues-will require a systematic change as well as a change in the
way teachers and administrators view their own professional responsibilities.

This new vision brings hope for the future of a more meaningful professional
development. Someday may we truly be relentless in our attempts to reach a
common purpose and create a lasting professional desire for growth. -Michael
Fullan may have said it best, “The new problem of change...is what would it take
to make the educational system a learning organization-expert at dealing with
change as a normal part of its work, not just in relation to the latest policy, but as
a way of life” (As cited in DuFour, 1998, p.24). I believe that we will succeed at
this and that a new commitment to ourselves as professionals will not come from
a legislating group of men and women but from within-our own selves, driven by
our vision of success and our hopes to attain high levels of student achievement.

The creation of this new culture, this new way of thinking, is a tremendous
application of both the role of principal as visionary leader and instructional

leader. Bringing the two standards together allows the principal to play a leading
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role in the shifting of beliefs held by professionals. The sharing of knowledge,
the commitment to personal and professional growth, and the modeling of
enthusiasm and passion must be made evident by the administrator. It may
possibly be the most powerful factor for influencing first the behaviors and then
beliefs of the staff in regards to professional development.

Hiring High Performance Teachers

Unfortunately, there is a major obstacle that will challenge even the best
administrators.

- The current teacher shortage represents arguably the most

imminent threat to the nation’s schools. The U.S. Department of

Education estimates that approximately 2.2 million teachers will be

needed over the next decade--an average of more than 200, 000

new teachers annually. (Heller, 2004, p.1)

Clearly, education today is facing a critical problem: finding teachers.
Unfortunately, that is simply stating it.. To be realistic, not only will there be a
problem of hiring teachers, educators . will find a distinct shortage of qualified
teachers in the hiring pool that exists. To continue to. make matters worse, school
districts are going to struggle most with the issue of hiring in particular subject
areas: math and science (especially when hiring female teachers) special
education, bilingual education, and other high needs areas, often exploratory

classes such as Industrial Technology or Family and Consumer Science.
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- It is an interesting dilemma to have in the-face of the recent educational
legislation. No Child Left Behind (U.S. Department of Education, 2006) has
strict requirements regarding employing only highly qualified teachers. Maybe
even more importantly, that same piece of legislation has strict standards for
student achievement in the areas of reading, math, and science, and for the
achievement of those students with Individualized Educational Plans (IEPs) and
various other subgroups, one of which could be English Language Learners.
Notice that these are some of the same content areas that are in demand for
quality teachers. This problem raises the stakes in the “game” and forces
administrators to look at the situation from a broader spectrum. Not only must
they consider raising achievement scores, they must also consider the “curb
appeal” their school has so that they may recruit and retain high quality teachers
to help raise those scores.

What is causing this teacher shortage? Where are all of these highly
qualified teachers going? Part of the problem is the age of the current teaching
population. ‘“Nationally, 60 percent of current teachers are eligible to retire in the
next six years” (Heller, 2004, p.1). “This is going to put an immense strain on
administrators when competing to hire quality teachers, particularly for those
administrators in districts considered “less desirable,” such as those inner-city
schools, small rural communities, and districts in areas of low économic status.

Unfortunately, this is not the only factor.



22

- Demographers are estimating that schools will need to hire two

million public school teachers in the first 10 years of the new

millennium. Of those who begin teaching, about one.in five leaves

(the profession) after three years in the classroom...most likely [to

leave] are the teachers who were the top undergraduates as

measured by their scores on college entrance exams. (McEwan,

2002, p.124)

The hiring problem is not to be blamed solely on those teachers who are
retiring. “Teachers have one of the highest attrition rates of any profession; in
particular, new teachers are apt to leave our schools” (Heller, 2004, p.4). Just as
McEwan (2002) suggests, new teachers, those who are the best and the most
effective, are the ones who are finding employment opportunities elsewhere. As
a teacher and future educational leader, I find it to be essential that I understand,
and all other administrators understand, the root cause of this attrition.

Too often, teaching is [described as] a dead-end job with low

status, uncompetitive salaries, and poor working conditions...

Frustrating to many teachers is the idea that they are solely

responsible for student failures, while extraordinary success in the

classroom often goes unrecognized. With the negative and

sometimes unreasonable expectations associated with the teaching

profession, it is logical to ask why one would enter the teaching
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- profession or remain there if already there. (Bradley & Loadman,

2005, p. 2)

Though not every teacher views education in this bleak light,
administrators will have to be prepared to face that reality that some teachers, one
in five to be exact, will experience this kind of frustration. Exemplary
administrators must design and implement programs to provide pre-service and
continued support to those teachers in their first years of education. Some
important elements of this support would include new teacher induction
programs, mentors, quality in-service programming, and powerful professional
growth opportunities. In this way, fewer educators will feel the frustration and
lack of job satisfaction and will continue to lead in this profession.

At the same time, I know the frustration of teachers who are not “new” to
the profession or the district and the lack of support they feel in their own
professional growth. Administrators must work to not only retain the new hires,
but the experienced teachers they have as well; these teachers are the foundation
of the organization. Through the use of study teams, learning circles, peer
observation, informal walk-throughs, well-designed evaluation tools, teacher
leaders, and relevant professional development, administrators can work to
support those experienced teachers who continue to want to grow.- Who knows?
They may even have some affect on those that don’t! Experienced teachers, who

have a breadth of knowledge and skill to offer, need strong instructional leaders to
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help foster their ability and make thém a necessary part of the organization. They
need strong instructional leaders to keep them enthusiastic and passionate.

No matter how conscientious the district is towards the retention of quality
teachers, however, hiring teachers is inevitable. According to Todd Whitaker, “A
principal’s single most precious commodity is an opening in the teaching staff”
(Whitaker, 2003, p. 43). Though this is a challenging statement to make in the
face of the teacher shortage, Heller (2004) supports it with the idea that we will be
able to build our faculties to “offer us the greatest chance to effect positive and
enduring change in education in 100 years” (p. 52). These statements suggest to
administrators the value of beginning and new teachers to shaping an
organization. If administrators are conscientious and aware of the necessary
attributes for good teaching and aware of the attributes that form the school
culture and the school vision, they will be able to hire the kind of quality people
that will move the district forward. 1do love how Whitaker continues. “It’s
simply impossible to improve a school by hiring people who fit right in with its
average teachers” (Whitaker, 2003, p. 43). When hiring, even in the wake of this
teacher shortage and the seeming impossibility of finding good, qualified
candidates, an administrator must strive to hire the best teachers he/she can find.

McEwan (2002) describes the characteristics that are related to quality
teaching and quality teachers.

1. Mission-Driven and Passionate: feeling the purpose in teaching
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2. Positive and Real: demonstrating qualities of caring, empathy, respect and
fairness

3. A Teacher-Leader: positively affecting the lives of students, parents, and
colleagues

4. With-It-Ness: controlling three critical elements of the classroom:
management and organization of the classroom, engagement of students,
and management of time

5. Style: exhibiting enthusiasm, humor, creativity, etc. in teaching

6. Motivational Expertise: believing in his/her ability to make a difference
and maintain high expectations

7. Instructional Effectiveness: using a variety of skills, abilities, and
strategies leading to student learning

8. Book Learning: demonstrating knowledge of the content area and
outcomes

9. Street Smarts: solving problems in the instructional setting through
knowledge of students and community

10. A Mental Life: thinking metacognitively, strategically, reflectively,
communicatively, and responsively.
Keep in mind; it is also essential that an interviewer not base the decision

on personality traits alone. As discussed earlier in relationship to leadership, there

is no prescription for what makes a great teacher. -Ultimately, in order to
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successfully hire a-teacher, the administration must understand the specific needs
of the district and consider those needs when preparing for the interview. He/she
must understand the direction in-which-the school district is currently traveling
and the direction it would like to be traveling, or the vision. Through the
development of operating principles, both the interviewer and the interviewee
remain on the same page. Those operating principles will help to determine
whether the hire will be effective for positive change, and he/she can develop
interview questions based on the criteria established for the position. Consider
this point:

The ability to create and maintain a strong professional learning

community in a school is limited not by teacher supply, but by

high turnover among the teachers who are already there--turnover

that is only aggravated by hiring unqualified or under prepared

individuals to replace those who leave. (Bradley & Loadman,

2005, p. 5)
Hiring employees who are not qualified or committed to the vision and/or culture
of the district will not only be devastating to.the organization but it will be
devastating to the individual members of the staff and the students.

McEwan (2002) cites a positive definition of teaching, in all of its
complexity and grandeur, as “...instructing, advising, counseling, organizing,

assessing, guiding, goading, showing, managing, modeling, coaching,
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disciplining, prodding, preaching, persuading, proselytizing, listening, interacting,
nursing, and inspiring” (p. 2). It becomes the goal of the administrator to find a
teacher who is skilled enough, artistic enough, scientific enough, sympathetic
enough, and passionate enough to fill the very large shoes that McEwan’s
definition requires.

Needless to say, the hiring of qualified staff is one of the most important
jobs an administrator will do as an organizational leader. The choices made in
hiring will be a determining factor in the ease of which the vision is achieved and
success is found. Teachers are the most precious commodity an administrator
has, and the responsibility lies within that administrator to do what is best for the
students and the district. The organization is only as strong as the people within
itT

Summary

Eight years ago, I became that teacher described by McEwan. I came into
education eager to work with the students, staff, and administration to make my
school the very best place for learning. I was filled with passion and a hunger for
anything and everything to do with education. Throughout the next few years, I
read more about teaching and learning, and soon I couldn’f get my hands on
enough material. Through leadership from others, formal training, and self-
directed learning, I began to better define education and the role it plays in our

society. At this point, I began to understand that I had greatly underestimated the
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system of education and my positioﬁ as teacher, and now, as I look ahead, my
position as an administrator. Education is more than just meeting the standards
and passing the tests; it is an engaging, empowering experience in which
character is developed and the mind is molded. Education provides for both
intellectual and behavioral development, and it stimulates enhancement of the
soul. The excitement of catching a breath of an idea that challenges existing ideas
causes you to want more. Once exposed to more new information, the new ideas
are challenged and rethought. This cycle of investigation encourages the
progression of society and the betterment Qf mankind. Teachers are the ones to
foster this experience; administrators are the ones to provide this experience.

I worry that some educational leaders in this country who do not project
this educational belief. The true excitement of education is often bogged down
with legislative and financial burdens, so it seems a chore rather than enjoyment.
Because of this, are teachers and administrators failing to instill this passion for
learning in their students? If so, is it because little or no passion for learning still
exists within them? Have we cast down our strongest advocates for education?

Maybe now more than ever, the need for strong leadership in education is
necessary. Unfortunately, leadership can be masked by many other titles:
director, manager, boss, dictator. None are accurate descriptions of a leader. A
leader takes on the appearance of servant, peer, guide, and mentor. By serving the

staff and meeting their needs--physically, professionally, and emotionally--
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authority is developed so that manaéerialtechniques which instill resentment are
no longer effectivenor needed, and staff will feel comfortable working with you,
for you, and along side you.

Bill Gates (source unknown) once said, "As we look ahead into the next
century, leaders will be those who empower others." Through respect, honesty,
commitment, and service, an educational leader can create an environment of
leaders, experts within each field of education. They should promote the
development of authority within each individual so that they may contribute to the
overall success of the organization. From there, it is a trickle-down effect. An
educational leader should empower the staff giving them a voice in the vision and
the tools to accomplish it, which in turn should empower the students; this may
offer the greatest potential for learning.

I became a teacher because I like kids. I will become an educational
leader because I value kids. But not only kids, I value the teachers and the
education process. I have a high regard for the potential and the ability of the
students and staff. I want to serve them in their pursuit of a more genuine

education, one that includes a sincere, self-motivated approach to learning.
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